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        Well, this is awkward considering I rarely do trigger warnings anymore, but I just have the feeling that I should toss one into this because I don’t want anyone to read something that might negatively affect them.

      

        

      
        My veteran readers can skip this; you’ll be fine. (At least, I hope so.)

      

        

      
        If you’re new to my work and you’re starting with Heinous, hey there! You picked a hell of a book for your first Yolanda Olson rodeo, so I’ve decided to give you a little warning as to what you’re getting into.

      

        

      
        Please note, this does not cover everything, just what I think may be triggering to some.

      

        

      
        MSBP (FDIA) survivor

        Sexual assault survivor

        Self-harm

        Genital mutilation

        Extreme scenes of graphic violence resulting in death

        Family love (both forced and consensual)

        Severe mental health issues (For both.)

      

        

      
        Now that we got that out of the way, I honestly hope that you enjoy Maisie and Elijah’s story. It’s tragic, heartbreaking, violent, grotesque, and possibly one of the most beautiful stories I’ve ever written.

      

        

      
        See you on the other side!
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        Someone once said that if you talk about the devil, he’s bound to appear.

        Most would keep silent, hoping that they’d never be found by such a monster, but I prayed for his touch every night.

        I knew the devil when I was a child and fell in love with him the first time he taught me that I wasn’t as damaged as I was led to believe that I was.

        He cared for me, helped me learn how to smile, and see the world in a different way even though he didn’t realize that he had done so.

        But they feared him; hated him.

        So seventeen years ago, they ripped him away from me.

        What they didn’t know was that he had already created a monster in his very image.

        I thought I’d never see him again—I finally resigned myself to that. But then he came back, just like he promised he always would through that smile of his.

        We’re together again.

        And now, no one will be able to keep us apart ever again.
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      Mama never did love him.

      Either of us.

      She said he was a demon straight from Hell.

      He had to be, since he looks so different to everyone else.

      His mouth was always just a little too wide for his face, his eyes—while a bright shade of hickory-brown—were darkened by the madness that consumed him, and then there were the voices he always seemed to hear—the things that he saw, that no one else could— convinced her that he needed to be thrown away.

      She said I was a jezebel and that it was my fault men fell to the temptation of my bed.

      She blamed me for him, though I never understood why.

      I was supposed to be wiser because I was older than he was.

      I was born first, so the lessons they imparted in both of us should have stuck, but my love for him never wavered.

      I never did get the chance to properly know him. She and Papa kept us as far apart from each other as they could.

      There were nights that I’d stand in his room and watch him sleep. That was at first; the braver I became, the closer I would get.

      Papa caught me one night as I sat on the edge of his bed, watching his chest steadily moving up and down.

      He grabbed me by a fistful of my hair and dragged me out. I took the belt that night as best as I could, refusing to cry or show any signs of being in pain.

      I never wanted to give them the satisfaction of knowing that they were so close to breaking me, because I wasn’t theirs to break.

      That was the same night Mama decided I was sick. She took me to the doctor the next day, filled him up with lies about how I had been behaving, and in turn, he gave her so many prescriptions that I wasn’t sure how she would be able to afford them.

      But, Mama had always been a cunning woman, and when she was finally able to get her hands on everything he scribbled on that little white piece of pad paper, my Hell truly began.

      Of course, by the time we got back from getting all of the medication, Papa had already sent him away. I’m fairly certain he ran him out of the house while calling him a temptation, but I never did get the full story.

      “It’s not your place to question us, Maisie. Shut your fucking mouth and take your goddamn medicine, or so help me God.”

      God.

      They called on him a lot whenever they decided to punish us.

      I knew in my heart that I’d have a score to settle with God one day, but first, I would have to rectify what had been done to us.

      I never really thought I’d get the chance.

      Especially not after I started getting so damn sick.

      My hair would fall out in chunks, and even my teeth were rotting out of my head.

      Cracking on pieces of bread, and chipping when I would place a glass of water to my lips. They destroyed my body, made sure that it would stop growing when I was at a time in my life where I was finally starting to feel strong.

      My skin started to become as sallow as my soul, and I was so goddamn weak that I decided not to fight back anymore.

      I took my medicine as prescribed, and I bided my time.

      Eventually, they wouldn’t be able to hold me anymore. I’d find a way to stop taking my medicine, even though they always made me take it in front of them. Papa had insisted I open my mouth to show him that the pills had been swallowed down into my body to continue their course of corruption and devastation.

      Then, one day, I figured it out.

      I would hide the pills under my tongue and show them the empty mouth they always wanted to see.

      One night, when I had finally given up all hope, when I was on my knees saying my evening prayers, he showed up at my window.

      A sin.

      My sin.

      He came back for me like he’d promised the last night when I had sat on his bed after Papa woke him up with his yelling.

      We’ve taken care of each other as best as we can. We’ve been learning about each other, hiding away from Mama and Papa who by now have probably given up all hope that they’d ever find me again.

      And as I sat on the edge of his bed, watching him sleep like I had only once before, I knew it was time.

      The only way we’d be able to be together would be to destroy the very essence of evil.

      We’d have to go back home.
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      "You're so beautiful," he whispered as he stroked my cheek.

      "You haven't taken your medicine," I reminded him as a tear rolled down the side of my face.

      "You're the only drug I've ever needed," he assured me as he used his thumb to wipe it away.

      "I'm expired," I reminded him softly with a chuckle.

      It was a sentiment I often spoke whenever he gave me the exact same reason for not trying to get better.

      "We all do at some point," he replied wryly as he turned on his side and slipped an arm around my waist. When he scooped me closer to him I smiled faintly as a fresh tear broke the barrier.

      "Can I have a hug now?" I asked hopefully.

      "It's not time for that yet."

      His tone was quiet, thoughtful, and a little subdued.

      I sighed, deciding it was time to go back to the original subject. "You'll get sick again if you don't take your medicine."

      "Good," he said as he turned his face so that his lips grazed my cheek. "Then there'll be no doubt that they will remember me."

      "Wouldn't you rather show them that you got better without them?"

      He scoffed but didn't say anything else.

      The moment we shared had been ruined by my damn near hourly reminders that he needed to take his medication.

      In a way, I understood the resentment. He saw what they did to me and feared they would do the same to him, but Elijah Young was truly sick.

      Unlike me.

      I sighed when he turned on his side, his back to me and moved forward to lay an arm around his waist.

      “Don’t be angry with me,” I pleaded. “I just want you to get better.”

      “Right,” he replied curtly, but he interlaced his fingers with mine to let me know that he wasn’t entirely angry with me.

      “When was the last time you took them?” I persisted quietly.

      Elijah let out a loud sigh as he let go of my hand and whipped the sheet off our bodies. He sat up and reached for his prosthetic, secured it so he would be able to walk properly, then reached for the orange bottle that sat on the nightstand, next to our bed in the only motel room we could afford.

      I pushed myself up onto my elbow and watched him carefully as he walked into the bathroom. I heard the sound of the water sputter as he turned the dial, then the sound of the bottle being opened. A moment later, he reemerged with two pills in the palm of one hand, and a plastic cup full of water in the other.

      He came over and sat next to me on the bed, held my eyes for a moment and shook his head before he tossed the pills into his mouth, then chased it with the lukewarm tap water.

      I sat up and wrapped my arms around my knees as I waited. I hated treating him the way Mama and Papa did me with the routine of making me prove that I had taken what I was prescribed. But, if he didn’t learn to control his demons, he’d be a danger to both of us.

      “Ahhhh.”

      He opened his mouth to show me that he had swallowed his pills. When I didn’t react right away, he sighed and lifted his tongue to show me that he wasn’t as proficient in hiding his medication as I had learned to be.

      “See? All gone, Aunt Maisie. Now can we just relax before we have to leave?” he asked as he set the cup down on the dirty carpet.

      I nodded and he grinned.

      It was nice to see that he could still genuinely smile at times. Even though I couldn’t, I always did my best for him because he deserved it.

      Elijah’s only sin was being born, and no one should have ever suffered what he did for something he had no control over.

      I moved over slightly when he gave me a gentle nudge and turned his body to lie down. After he rested his head comfortably against my shoulder, I turned my face toward the mirror sitting directly in front of the bed.

      All I could see looking back at me was the beginnings of a monster… One that had been torn apart from the inside and held no love for anything in this world other than the young man in her arms.

      The kind of monster that would do anything to keep her sin close to heart—happy, safe, content.

      And when my eyes shifted toward him, I saw something different. He already looked like all the things I wished for him.

      Only, he wasn’t whole any more.

      Part of his leg, from just below the knee had been cut off before he came back for me.

      He told me that he did it because it was the first foot that left when he ran away as Papa chased him out. That it was the one that abandoned me, and he couldn’t bear keeping it for betraying me.

      I remember his confession like it was just yesterday. The way his eyes searched mine as he sobbed and begged me to forgive him for leaving.

      But I didn’t love him any less.

      I didn’t fear him, either.

      It only made me want to be better for him, and that would mean facing our tragic past before we could secure a future together.

      I turned away from the mirror and rested my cheek against his head as his breathing became even.

      Elijah Young was exactly that.

      A man barely twenty-two years of age with a predatory urge inside of him, one I encouraged when the moment called for it.

      It’s the only way we’d be able to keep a roof over our heads, food in our bellies—no matter how scarce—and each other.

      “Go to sleep, Aunt Maisie,” he mumbled against my shoulder, and I chuckled.

      It seemed that he was a lot smarter than I gave him credit for, and that was something we would need in the coming days and months.

      I looked in the mirror one more time before I sighed and slid down on the bed, taking with me the image of the monster into the world of dreams.

      Maisie Decker.

      A woman seemingly thirty-nine years of age, with stunted growth, who was damaged on the inside and out.
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      "Stick your thumb out, Mais. Someone will always stop for a pretty girl."

      I chuckled as we stood on the side of the road, our destination—the Smoky Mountains—waited for us somewhere out there. It’s where he told me we’d best be able to prepare for going back home.

      He said there were sometimes cabins in some of the parks that were left unattended, and it would be easy to move back and forth between them without being detected.

      I was always more cautious than Elijah, though. Because while I believed he could do anything in this world and I wanted nothing more than to see him flourish, we still had a long, hard road ahead of us.

      A tap on the shoulder broke me from my thoughts. When I glanced up into his brown eyes, I saw the confidence already shining brightly in them. A nod in the direction of the road, and my eyes shifted from Elijah to the pick-up truck that was waiting patiently for us.

      “Where ya headed?” the slightly older man inside asked as he tipped the brim of his cap at us.

      “Wears Valley,” Elijah replied as he leaned on the windowpane and grinned at him.

      “That’s in the other direction, but I’ll be glad to take you there. Hop on in,” the man offered with a smile.

      Elijah opened the passenger side door and climbed in first. I shifted the tattered, oblong bag that I held in my arms and placed it carefully on the floor of the truck, before I took his hand and let him help me in.

      His golden rule when we hitched rides was that he always wanted me by the door.

      “If anyone tries to get funny with you, I’ll kill them. It’s better for everyone if they can’t get to you.”

      It was a combination of jealousy and wanting to be the man he blamed himself for not being while I went through my torments.

      But it never was his place to protect me, and no matter how many times I had tried to remind him of that, he continued to dismiss it in a haze of anger and sadness.

      “I’m Mike,” the man said as soon I closed the door. Elijah wrapped an arm protectively around me, then extended his free hand toward our new ride. “I’m Elijah and this is Maisie. Thanks for giving us a lift.”

      I leaned over slightly to smile at Mr. Mike and extended my hand to him as well, then settled back against the seat.

      I knew that no matter how much he tried to make more than just our acquaintance with small talk, the conversation was over.

      At least it was for me.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Mr. Mike eventually stopped for gas somewhere outside of Russellville. We still hadn’t left Kentucky, but he said that if he filled up now, he’d be able to make it the rest of the way without any unnecessary stops.

      When we got to Knoxville, he pulled into the parking lot of a small diner and cut the engine to his truck.

      “We’re a little under an hour away from Wears Valley, but I’m feeling a bit peckish,” he admitted with a sheepish grin.

      “We’ll wait here,” Elijah said. Even though everyone in the truck could hear his stomach growl, I knew it was because we only had enough money left for another cheap motel stay before we found a cabin.

      “It’s on me,” Mr. Mike offered in a soft, kind voice.

      I turned my eyes up toward Elijah. I wouldn’t go against what he said, but the thought of eating a satisfying meal made my stomach creak and groan even louder than his.

      With a chuckle, he glanced at Mr. Mike, then nodded, “Thanks.”

      I pushed open the door and stepped out before I turned around and held a hand out to him. He swatted it away as he slid across the seat and climbed out.

      I knew he didn’t like little offers of help like this, but I couldn’t help that I still wanted to.

      After Elijah closed the passenger side door, he held a hand out to me, and we fell into step beside Mr. Mike. I cringed slightly when I saw the kind older man glance down curiously at Elijah’s slight limp.

      The prosthetic he often wore wasn’t the best, but it was all he was able to afford after Mama and Papa threw him out with a measly thousand dollars. If anything, I was sure that he’d spent most of it on the damn thing, even though I could almost swear he was simply fine when he was excommunicated from the family home.

      He had yet to tell me the story of how he acquired the piece to make him whole again, and I refused to ask. I felt like it was an invasion of his privacy, and I was too consumed with trying to be the best person I could for him.

      Mr. Mike held the door open for us as soon as he reached the entrance of the diner, and I realized that I had lost another moment of time. It was starting to become more frequent, and I would have to find a way to stay in the present instead of trapped in my glimpses of the past and hopes for the future.

      I couldn’t tell Elijah either, since he had his own turmoil to overcome.

      A pretty, young woman who seemed to be around the same age as Elijah greeted us brightly. I clung closer to him, and he squeezed my hand as he leaned down and kissed the top of my head. When that wasn’t enough to satiate the jealousy I felt building at how she was looking at him, he let go of my hand and stepped behind me. Resting his chin on the top of my head, he wrapped his arms around my waist and let Mr. Mike do the talking.

      “Just the three of you?” the girl asked, her eyes still on my Elijah. He chuckled and I ribbed him, completely unamused by her blatant lust for him.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Mike replied, tipping his cap at her while I rolled my eyes.

      “Follow me!” she said brightly as she reached for three menus from a sticky rack behind her.

      Mr. Mike led the way and I followed with Elijah damn near glued to my back. When she sat us down at a booth against the wall, I reached up for Elijah’s hand and pulled him around me. With a laugh, he slid into the seat first then reached for me and gently guided me in next to him.

      As I snatched the menu from her and handed one to Elijah before grabbing another for myself, Mr. Mike cleared his throat. It was obvious to him that I wasn’t oblivious to her wanton desire, nor would I be willing to act like it didn’t bother me.

      “Mais?”

      “Yes?” I asked softly as I turned briefly to glance at him.

      He leaned down quickly and pressed his lips against mine. My heart fluttered slightly because I could feel eyes on us.

      And when he took my face in his hands and deepened his kiss, when I felt his tongue gently caress mine, I felt the butterflies of my sin starting to flutter within me. Always in a vain attempt to make their way around the scar tissue that had never properly healed.

      When he finally pulled away, he winked at me before he flipped his menu over and started to look at the options.

      That was the first time he had good and honestly kissed me.

      Up until now, I wasn’t sure he even knew how. He fumbled a little bit like I expected, yet it only made him even more endearing to me.

      Sure, we’d lain in bed together and held each other while barely clothed, but he’d never given me more than a peck on the cheek here and there.

      I guess Elijah felt the same way about me that I did about him.

      “I think we need a few minutes. You can send our server over in a bit,” Mr. Mike told the young woman with an uncomfortable chuckle.

      I glared up at her one more time as she tucked her damn tail and ran at a master’s command, then rested my head against Elijah’s shoulder.

      “What’s the budget, man?” he asked Mr. Mike distractedly.

      “There isn’t one today,” our new friend replied cheerfully. “I was just on my way back home after picking up some money, so you two youngins’ get whatever you want.”

      “Cool, thanks,” Elijah answered quietly as he squeezed my thigh under the table.

      I did my best not to react.

      I knew what that meant.

      Mr. Mike had money on him, and no matter what the sum he was carrying happened to be—little or large—Elijah was going to take it from him.
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      I sat with a hand on my belly, satisfied and full from an actual meal for the first time in a long while. Elijah sat next to me with a crooked grin on his face as he had another beer with Mr. Mike.

      They were talking about sports or something—nothing I knew I’d have an interest in—but that was usually part of Elijah’s ploy. Befriend the person he’s going to rob; it was the only way he’d make them feel comfortable enough to stay near enough to us so he could act on it.

      Using the tabletop, I sat up and attempted to excuse myself, but Elijah grabbed me by the wrist and raised an eyebrow.

      “Where are you going, Mais?” he asked. The tone of his voice was confident, but his eyes burned with concern. He always had a fear that I would leave him somewhere, but now that I had him again, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to bear such a thing.

      “To the restroom,” I told him with a slight smile. The answer was enough to relax his grip on my wrist. When he finally let go after a few more precious seconds of staring into my eyes, I bent down and gently kissed the tip of his nose.

      “Don’t be gone long,” he called after me when I turned to walk away. I nodded without a backward glance. I knew that he would need this time to ensnare Mike, and I honestly did have to use the restroom.

      It was the proverbial two birds with one stone, and Elijah was now David attempting to slay his latest Goliath.

      I stared at my reflection while wondering how I let things get this far. I could have recounted my steps, retraced all of the things that went wrong, and they all led back to my love for Elijah.

      But I knew what we had was pure, and we didn’t care what anyone else thought—we were careful and kept our secret safe.

      Buried deep in our souls where it belonged.

      Our love was cruel and evil.

      It was something no one would understand, but we didn’t care because it was ours.

      With a sigh, I turned the knobs on the faucet and splashed some lukewarm water onto my face. Since I didn’t know how much of a mess Elijah was planning to make, I needed to make sure I had my wits about me.

      I ran my damp hands back through my hair before I walked over to the paper towel dispenser and activated the motion sensor.

      I ripped a piece off and glanced in the mirror again as I began to dry my hands.

      I never could figure out what Elijah saw in me, but I assumed that it had to be something.

      Maybe it was an invisible bond.

      Maybe he felt sorry for the way that I had been treated for loving him so deeply.

      Either way, Elijah Young deserved better than me. I wished every morning that, it would be the day he finally found it.

      Then, I’d get my hug and finally be able to go into a deep sleep.

      With a sigh, I tossed the crumpled up paper into the trash receptacle before I walked out of the restroom.

      My companion was already thirsty for Mr. Mike’s blood, and he was going to indulge.

      With or without me.

      I forced a smile onto my face as I walked down the aisle and around a waitress. She returned the kindness with her eyes and a quick nod, but it wasn’t her that I had been smiling for.

      It was him.

      “Mike said we can get dessert if you want, Mais,” Elijah informed me as I sat back down next to him.

      I looked up at Mr. Mike curiously.

      How much money did he have on him that he was willing to spare no expense for two strangers who he assumed were no danger to him at all?

      Maybe Elijah pegged this one right.

      Perhaps Mr. Mike would be the last one and then we’d be able to live quietly for a while in one of those cabins he told me about.

      While I was still a little hungry, I wasn’t sure it would be the best idea to stay in a place where so many people had already seen our faces.

      We would easily be identified as the last people seen with Mr. Mike, and that would bring us more trouble than a slice of cake would have been worth.

      “I think we should get going,” I finally said in a quiet tone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah and Mr. Mike talked with each other as he drove us back the way he came.

      I sat silently and wondered if his family would miss him when he was gone. If was the good person he was pretending to be, or if it was simply an act.

      I turned my face to glance out the window as Elijah draped an arm around my shoulders.

      Mr. Mike asked him what happened to his leg, and I was worried that if he told him the truth, we’d be dropped off on the side of the road.

      “Doctor fucked up when I was born,” Elijah replied with a shrug.

      “How so?” Mr. Mike pressed him.

      “He missed when he was circumcising me,” he answered with a laugh as he held out his hands a considerable distance apart.

      I rolled my eyes good-naturedly.

      It was good to know that even though his brain was slightly muddled, he still was able to discern what he should and shouldn’t say to strangers.

      No matter how nice they seemed to be at the given moment.

      But, truth be told, it was never a stranger who caused either of us harm. It was the people who were supposed to love us best and take care of us who had made us into the fiends we had become.

      “How much farther?” I asked, leaning around Elijah to glance at Mr. Mike.

      “Um, shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes,” he said after he glanced at the watch on his wrist.

      I nodded and leaned back, rested my head against Elijah, and swallowed a sigh.

      Mr. Mike’s watch didn’t look fancy enough for this to be worth our time.

      Maybe I could talk Elijah out of it.

      I’d just have to figure out a reason to stop again and try to get him alone.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      “Thanks for stopping. I should have gone again before we left the diner,” I said to Mr. Mike with a sheepish smile.

      “It’s fine, Maisie. You take your time and I’ll gas up while I’m waiting,” he assured me with a kind grin.

      As I pushed the door of his pick-up truck open, I met Elijah’s eyes, and he cleared his throat immediately.

      It was an easy enough signal that we could remember.

      I would give him a particular look and he would clear his throat to let me know that he understood.

      “I should probably go too, just in case,” he announced as he hopped out after me.

      “If you kids want to grab some snacks, tell them inside to add the charge to my pump,” Mr. Mike hollered after us.

      I grinded my teeth together, then instantly regretted it as I pressed a hand to my jaw.

      “What’s up, Mais?” Elijah inquired curiously as we stepped into the convenience store.

      I shook my head as I continued walking toward the back, my eyes glued to the restroom sign painted in big, bold black letters above an entryway.

      Once we crossed the threshold, I reached for Elijah and set him against the wall.

      “I don’t think he really has any money,” I told him softly.

      “How come?”

      “Think about it, Lij. His watch looks like it’s made of cheap plastic, the diner was a place that even we could afford, and his pick-up truck looks like it’s being held together by rust.”

      He pursed his lips as he looked away thoughtfully, causing me to grind my teeth again. Sometimes, he wouldn’t give way to common sense, and it was something I had been trying desperately hard to work with him on.

      “Ow, fuck,” I grumbled softly as I pressed my hand against my jaw a little firmer this time.

      “Stop, Mais.” The gentle touch of his hand as he pulled mine away from my face and brought it to his lips made me smile slightly.

      “Sorry,” I said quietly. “These are really uncomfortable today.”

      “So, take them out,” he suggested as he pulled me against him and rested his chin on the top of my head.

      I shook my head vehemently, and he chuckled.

      “Mais, I don’t care about that,” he assured me for what seemed like the millionth time since he found me again.

      “I know, but I like to keep up appearances as best as I can when we’re out in public,” I replied quietly.

      “Hm.”

      I gently pulled away from Elijah and tucked my hair behind my ears. When he reached for me again, I took a deep breath and headed for the women’s restroom door.

      I didn’t have to go before, but now that I knew I wouldn’t be able to change his mind, it jogged the need.

      Besides, no matter how strong my sweet Elijah was, I knew he’d still need my help.

      And I refused to ever let him down again.
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      I found Elijah waiting patiently for me when I opened the door to the restroom. He had a leg folded with his foot firmly planted against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, and his eyes on the ceiling.

      He looked thoughtful, almost … peaceful.

      I glanced into the empty restroom behind my shoulder before I sighed and walked out.

      “Are you ready?” I asked as I approached him.

      He glanced down at me out of the corner of his eye as I wrapped an arm around his waist.

      “Can I ask you something first, Mais?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Always.”

      “Then just follow my lead on this,” he said as he pushed away from the wall and ruffled my hair affectionately.

      I nodded as he slid his hand into mine and pulled me toward the chips and candy aisles.

      I stood idly by as he made selections for the both of us. The sound of the doorbell pinging drew my attention toward the front of the store, and I watched a couple enter, both heading straight for the register.

      I smiled slightly.

      That’s what true love looks like, I told myself wistfully, as the young man kissed his companion on the lips before turning to speak to the cashier.

      I’d wondered sometimes what our lives would have been like if things were different. If we had been allowed to grow up together instead of being forced apart by Mama and Papa.

      But as Elijah gave me a gentle nudge accompanied by a toothy grin, I knew that this was how things had to be.

      Their love, while true, would never be what ours was.

      Pure and vile, whole and fragmented, all-consuming and serene.

      “Come on, Mais,” he said when I gave him a small smile. “Don’t compare apples to oranges. Especially not when we’re lemons.”

      I giggled and rolled my eyes as I followed Elijah toward the front of the store. He reached around the young man to set down the snacks he’d gathered, then stepped back and pulled me in front of him.

      While the young man didn’t seem to mind Elijah reaching around him, his little girly friend noticed.

      But it wasn’t in the way I expected—it was in the way I hated.

      I narrowed my eyes at her as I reached up and gently wrapped my hands around Elijah’s wrists, doing my best not to dig my fingernails into his skin.

      After all, it wasn’t his fault that he looked the way he did.

      It was Mama and Papa’s.

      They had created something beautiful in our bloodline for once, and I couldn’t have been happier that it was him.

      He deserved to be the one who others would look at in envy, because he had been through so damn much.

      “Mais?”

      I startled slightly as I glanced up at Elijah. “Hm?”

      “The lady wants to know if we need anything else.”

      I possessively pulled him closer to me, which made him chuckle under his breath. “No. I have everything I need.”

      My statement was pointed.

      Dripping with venom.

      Rife with warning.

      If she kept looking at him with those stars in her eyes, I’d pluck them out and shove them down her goddamn throat, not stopping until she choked and sputtered on the ground.

      Elijah shook his head fondly as he leaned down and gave me a quick kiss on top of mine, then thanked the lady behind the counter.

      He steered me out of the store, moving as quickly as he could, and once we were outside, he held the bag up to shield us from the sun.

      “Huh.”

      “What?” I asked, glancing up at him.

      “I think he left.”

      “What?” I asked again, only this time my tone was much more shrill and frantic.

      If Mr. Mike left, he’d taken something with him that belongs to me.

      “No. No, no, no, no, no!”

      The word that tumbled out of me started as a whisper, then grew louder and louder until it became a shriek that would have even startled a deaf man.

      “Mais, it’s okay—”

      “NO!”

      I pushed Elijah away from me as I raced across the gas station parking lot and toward the side of the road.

      I glanced frantically up and down the road as tears stung my eyes, wondering how I would ever be able to get back something that was irreplaceable and special to me.

      A car went by so quickly that the force of it speeding by almost knocked me down, but I quickly regained my balance.

      Mr. Mike was gone, but he wasn’t going to get far.

      And when I found him again, he was going to wish that he had never done such a cruel thing.

      I’d show him that not all monsters looked the same.
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      We hitched the rest of our way to Wears Valley. Elijah told me that it would be the best thing we could do for the moment.

      He promised me that he would help me find Mr. Mike, but for now, I needed a place to rest since all of the rage I felt had taken so much out of me.

      “You get riled up too easy, Mais,” he said as he draped an arm around my shoulders. I wiped away another angry tear as we walked off the beaten path around the cabins, trying to find an abandoned one for the evening.

      “He stole it,” I muttered.

      “Maybe, but he won’t get to keep it,” he replied breezily. “I gave it to you, and no one else. We’ll get it back.”

      “But what if he throws it away?” I asked Elijah desperately as I tried to pull out of his grip.

      “He won’t.”

      “What makes you so sure?” I pressed as I struggled under the weight of his arm.

      Mercifully, he let me go the second he stopped walking.

      “Because, what could he possibly do with it, Mais? What could he possibly say to even explain having it? It’s logic. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      Smiling down at me, he gave me a wink before he strolled toward a cabin not too far off.

      He used his strength to pull himself up and peer into the window, peering into the small, wooden structure before he eased himself back down and slapped the dust off his hands.

      “This one is empty, Mais. Come on.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself as a small drop of rain landed on my face. I wasn’t sure if the weather had called for this, but I had more important things to worry about.

      First, I had to make sure that Elijah was safe for the night. I had to ensure that he would be fed, comfortable, and happy.

      Second, I would have to try to calm down. I still felt so much rage pulsing through me, and I knew it would worry him unnecessarily.

      I walked over and took his outstretched hand, let him lead me around to the front of the cabin, then waited patiently as he used his elbow to carefully pop out one of the small window panels in the door.

      Elijah slid a hand inside, unlocked the door, then walked in, holding me closely behind him.

      We learned a long time ago that just because a home can look abandoned, it didn’t mean it always was.

      Of course, that had only happened once, but it also allowed me the opportunity to prove to him that I wasn’t as fragile or sickly as I seemed.

      Not when it came to keeping him safe.

      I showed him the internal scars I’ve borne since they took him from me. Every single last one of them, and I know it frightened as much as it enthralled him.

      He tried to—

      “Mais? You still off in a world of your own?” Elijah teased as he pulled me close against him.

      I looked up into his mad eyes as I allowed myself to ease against him.

      He drew me out of a thought that I knew would consume me for nights on end if I had been allowed to relive such a painful moment, and I’m sure he was able to see the thanks I reflected back at him with my gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured as I rested my forehead against his chest. Elijah’s scent was the one thing in this world that never failed to calm my troubled thoughts.

      The boy smelled of the woods he ravaged to find us homes, the gentle drops of rain that would soak his hair on the nights he would become trapped in it, refusing to come back without something substantial for me to eat.

      But most of all, he smelled faintly of home.

      Just enough to remind me of what I would never want to be again, and everything that I had to offer him wasn’t as lost as I sometimes hoped it would be.

      “Go take a nap, Maisie. I’ll go find us something to eat. When you wake up, everything will look the way it should, and not how it is.”

      I nodded as my arms dropped to my sides. Before I walked away from him, I leaned up on the tips of my toes and gently kissed him on his lips.

      I loved Elijah the way he should be loved, not the way he expected.

      And he loved me just the same.
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      The flames that danced behind the gate of the fireplace held me hostage. I liked the way the burnt logs smelled, and the solemn crackling sound the fire made reminded me so much of how I felt inside.

      Strong, yet weak.

      Bright, yet dreary.

      Something that could easily lay waste to the cabin we'd called home for the night, along with all of the others that surrounded us, but somehow managed to keep the mayhem contained just inside of the grate.

      I stoked at the fire again with the metal poker, then let it rest on the floor beside me. I wiggled my toes as I wrapped my arms around my legs, and watched the flames continue their dance.

      I wasn’t sure how long Elijah had been gone, because I did as he asked and took a nap after he left.

      Refreshed is how I should have felt, but desolate was more accurate.

      The same cold feeling in my heart when he was taken from me and whenever we spend time away from each other.

      I inhaled a shuddering breath as my eyes drifted toward the door again.

      There was still no sign of my beautifully tortured devil.

      The one who suffered from words of madness that were constantly spoken gently into his ears.

      It seemed obvious that he had finally abandoned me, and I couldn’t fault him for it.

      Selfishly, what hurt me the most about him abandoning me was that he took my hug with him.

      Something I had been begging him for—for the past few years, the one thing he’s always promised he would properly give me when it was time.

      When would the torment end? I wondered. First Mama and Papa, now him.

      “Dinner’s ready!”

      I jumped at the sound of Elijah’s voice, then scrambled to my feet, getting them tangled and almost falling to the carpet.

      Rushing toward where his declaration originated from, I found him standing inside of the small kitchen, fixing a plate of food for each of us.

      Elijah laughed as I threw myself against him, wrapped my arms around him, and buried my face into his back.

      “What’s the matter, Mais?” he questioned as he leaned his body back into mine.

      “I thought you'd left me.”

      He sighed as he set the heavy iron pan back onto the stovetop, then gently pried my fingers apart. Elijah turned his body toward mine, then cupped my face in his hands.

      “I’m running out of legs, Aunt Mais,” he teased softly as he nuzzled his forehead against mine. “And even if I had another to spare, I’d never leave you. You know that.”

      I nodded as I put my hands on his chest and made some space between us. He searched my eyes for some recognition of truth; something to assure him that I believed him, and when he found none, he shook his head and sighed.

      “When did you get back?” I asked as I crossed my arms loosely over my chest.

      “About an hour ago. You were still sleeping so I decided to start dinner,” he answered as he turned to retrieve a plate. “Have you ever had rabbit? I found a few of them hiding in a decent sized nest made of grass and twigs. I’m pretty sure they’re high in protein.”

      I thanked him as I took the plate from his hand, set it on the counter, and began to open the small drawers in search of utensils.

      Once I located what would be sufficient enough for our meals, Elijah tapped me gently on the shoulder. He grinned at me as he nodded toward a small pot sitting on the stove next to the pan.

      “What’s in there?” I asked quietly.

      “Stew,” he replied simply as he lifted the lid and I leaned over to peek inside. Vegetables, I thought as I shuddered. It was so strange that he treated me like I was his child, always wanting me to get enough protein into my frail system , and vegetables in my “diet” .

      With a sigh, I picked up my plate again and held it out as he scooped a generous helping next to the pan-fried rabbit legs.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly as I handed him a fork, then went back to the drawer to locate some spoons for the rest of our meal.

      “You’re welcome, Mais,” he responded warmly.

      I stole a glance at Elijah before I walked out of the kitchen. The living room was warm and welcoming, and as I settled down in front of the fire again, I felt my heart start to beat rapidly.

      He gave me that damn look again.

      I know he’s an adult, even if just barely, and he probably wants to do manly things with my body, but … I can’t.

      Mama and Papa made sure of that a long time ago.
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      “How’s the grub?”

      I nodded quietly as I dipped the spoon into the rabbit and vegetable stew once I had finished eating the legs.

      “Very good, Elijah. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Maisie Girl,” he replied cheerfully.

      I glanced over at him and smiled slightly.

      He was sitting comfortably on the lone, tufted, white velvet recliner, happily eating the gourmet food he had made for us.

      But it wasn’t his content demeanor that made me smile.

      It was because he had finally taken off the goddamn leg prosthesis that I knew made him uncomfortable if he wore it for too long.

      I didn’t care about it, but he did. He once told me that he never wanted anyone to look at me like I was different for simply loving him, just because he was.

      “I’m fine, Mais. This isn’t as a big a deal to anyone on the outside looking in. It was the only way I could prove to you that I never forgot you or how you used to do your best to keep me safe from them. And if you think about it, while it didn’t happen on an actual battlefield, this was an act of war.”

      I asked him why and he answered as truthfully as he could.

      That’s how he explained it to me the first time he pulled on his prosthesis in front of me.

      The way he spoke those words, so matter-of-factly, like I should have just known how deeply his love ran for me … They sang to the monster that I had become, eased the suffering, even if just for a moment, and I never asked him again.

      “What’s the matter, Mais?”

      “Huh?”

      Elijah grinned as he set his plate down on the table stand next to him and eased himself onto the carpet. I watched as he scooted across the flooring toward me, then when he reached me, he slid his arms around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulder.

      “You looked like you were lost in thought. I was just wondering if it was something I said earlier—or maybe something I cooked,” he finished dryly.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I lied quietly.

      “Oh. So, I’m seeing things?”

      I turned my face slightly. It was enough to look at him but not directly in his eyes. Are you? I wondered.

      “Not like that, Mais,” Elijah chuckled. “I haven’t seen anything in days.”

      “Oh.”

      He let out a sigh as he gently began to rub my stomach. It was his way of trying to diffuse the situation before it happened. Perhaps he wasn’t seeing things, but he could have very well been hearing them.

      “Didn’t I promise you that I would tell you?” he asked me softly.

      I nodded as I lowered my eyes to my plate before I let out a sigh of my own and set it down on the other side of me.

      “Everything is fine, I promise,” I lied again. The only thing that bothered me was the knowing that he wanted to be with me… in a way I never could.

      It wasn’t because I didn’t want to—it was because I couldn’t.

      Elijah moved his hand from my belly to my arm and slowly began to trail his fingers up and down my bare skin.

      I closed my eyes tightly.

      I didn’t want to tell him yet again that we couldn’t.

      I didn’t want to continue to break his heart, but what else could I do? I refused to lie to him and tell him that perhaps one day it would be possible when I knew it wouldn’t be.

      Elijah leaned farther into my body, and when his lips grazed my neck, I jerked away from him violently.

      “Sorry, Mais, I didn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” I said as I got to my feet and scooped up my plate.

      Without a backward glance, I walked toward the kitchen and felt my mad, beloved devil watching me with longing in his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I rolled onto my side as Elijah got into bed with me, and tucked myself up into a ball.

      I would learn to crave his touch while I avoided it, and hoped that maybe one day, he would understand.

      He threw himself against the mattress when he realized I had no intention of curling into his arms like I always did when we had a roof over our head, and let out a forlorn sigh.

      “Aunt Maisie, did I fuck up somewhere? I can’t fix what’s wrong if I don’t know what I did.”

      His tone was strained, melancholy, and even a little hopeless. I wiped away a stray tear and chewed the inside of my mouth.

      Mercy would have been if he gave up and fell asleep, but I was never given such a thing in my entire life. Why would I expect it now?

      “Mais?”

      Elijah turned on his side and placed a hand gently on my arm. But this was different; it wasn’t the kind of touch I did my best to avoid, it was one of a brokenhearted child who wanted to be reassured that everything was okay.

      “I have to show you something,” I finally said when he dropped his hand.

      The one thing I never wanted to have to think of again, to explain, was the only way I would get him to understand.

      Elijah propped himself up on his elbows as I got to my feet. He was used to seeing my frail body, the scars that had started as welts all over my back, and even the crudely cut one at the bottom of my stomach.

      “You have to promise me you’ll be okay after I do this,” I said as I slipped my thumbs into the waistband of my jean shorts.

      He arched an eyebrow, but nodded.

      Curiosity had gotten the better of him, and I knew he’d suffer this as bravely as he could.

      With a solemn nod, I pushed my shorts down and stepped out of them, then I took a deep breath as I sat on the bed in front of him. Would he be able to see it, or would he have to feel it to know that I wasn’t lying?

      I took a deep breath as I pushed the cotton fabric to the side, then spread my legs as far as they would go. Using the tips of my fingers, I pushed my lips apart and looked up into Elijah’s eyes as tears began to slowly stream down my face.

      “This is why I can’t.”

      His face screwed up in confusion and I sighed. He couldn’t see it. I don’t know why I thought it would have been so simple.

      “Give me your hand,” I said as I held one out to him.

      He dutifully leaned forward and placed a hand into my open palm. I closed his fingers into a fist, then used my thumb to free his forefinger. Gripping him gently by the wrist, I took a shaky breath as I pulled him a little closer and slid his finger into me.

      Or at least, as far as it would go.

      “What the fuck is that?” he asked as he recoiled almost instantly.

      A grim smile slipped over my lips as I let go of my panties and got to my feet again. I reached down for my shorts, but then sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed with my back to him.

      “Mama and Papa. They sewed me shut.”
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      The rain tapped against the wooden roof as Elijah held me tightly in his arms.

      He hadn’t said anything else after I made my revelation. I wasn’t sure if he was handling it as well as I hoped he would, or if he was busy concocting a plan to leave me.

      Either way, being in his arms right now was the only thing keeping me from hanging myself off the side of the cabin now that he knew just how grotesque I really was.

      “What now?” I asked, finally breaking the silence.

      “What do you mean, Mais?”

      “Are you going to leave?”

      He scoffed as he continued to run the tips of his fingers up and down my spine. Almost as if he were offended that I would ever think so lowly of his love for me.

      “No. Is that what’s had you so somber all afternoon? You thought I would leave you?”

      I nodded as I buried my face into his shoulder and did my best not to cry.

      “Why would I? Because of something someone else did to you? Nope. Sorry to break it to you, Maisie Girl, you’re stuck with me forever,” he said as he gave me a gentle squeeze.

      “But what about my hug?” I bravely asked in a quiet tone.

      “Forever, Mais. As in this life and in the next,” he replied wryly with a chuckle.

      I let out a relieved breath as I inhaled his scent to help calm my thoughts.

      And then, instantly, I felt ashamed.

      The thoughts I had, the internal voice I heard, it was all from me. Elijah heard so many fucking things from so many monsters, and he still managed to handle life better than I did.

      “Partly.”

      “I knew there was something else. Tell me what it is, Mais,” he prodded softly as fingers stopped moving midway up my spine.

      I shook my head.

      I wouldn’t talk about it.

      Not now.

      “Do you think Mr. Mike got far?” I questioned, changing the subject.

      “I don’t know,” Elijah replied as he blew out his breath. “But wherever he goes won’t be far enough.”

      I smiled against his skin, and he ruffled my hair.

      “I know you’re upset that he took what I gave you, but I took something from him too when he wasn’t looking,” he continued mischievously.

      “Oh? And what’s that?” I asked.

      “His driver’s license.”

      I looked up at Elijah and smiled which caused him to grin in return.

      He held it out to me so that I could read where our layover on the way to Mama and Papa’s would be. With a nod, I handed it back to him.

      “Kingston,” I said to him softly.

      If Mr. Mike thought that he could leave us behind so easily, then I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when we knocked on his door.

      I wonder if he loves his family enough to die for them.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I groaned and rolled onto my side when I heard Elijah moving around the room. It wasn’t unusual; he was a restless soul who never got much sleep.

      Folding the side of the pillow down over my ears, I tried to get comfortable enough to fall back into the deep sleep I had finally succumbed to.

      And the longer I laid there, the more I wondered when his last full night of sleep actually was.

      When he came back for me.

      The realization should have been enough to weigh me down with even more guilt than I had already felt, but he’d be damn angry if I blamed myself for something like that.

      When I heard the sound of his footsteps shuffling toward the bed, I let out a relieved sigh and hoped it meant that he’d try to get some more sleep.

      But it was the sound of his uneven breathing that caused my body to start trembling with concern.

      I opened my eyes and almost shut them again immediately.

      Next to my bed stood my beloved, mad devil with an axe in hand, and was more than likely debating if I was one of the monsters that haunted his delicate mind.
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      I moved slowly, without any unnecessary sudden movements. That’s how one is supposed to act when they encounter a feral animal.

      “Elijah?” I asked softly as I let the pillow unfurl from around my face. I looked up into his eyes as I slowly sat up and folded my hands in my lap. “Is everything okay?”

      “I love you, Mais,” he replied in an agonized tone.

      “I know. I love you too.”

      He held up a finger as his eyes quickly scanned the room, then he gasped as he spun on his foot and almost lost his balance.

      “I’m not going to let them hurt you,” he whispered.

      And I finally understood what was happening.

      No matter how vigilant I thought I had been in making sure he took his medication, he had found a way to not to.

      I began to wring my hands nervously.

      Nothing was going to make him come out of this until he went after whatever he thought was in the cabin with us.

      I would just have to figure out where to hide until it was all over, or stay out of his way.

      He wouldn’t be able to handle the burden of hurting me and I wouldn’t want him to have to.

      At least, not yet.

      “Stay here. Get under the bed. Don’t go near the windows. I’ll be back, Mais.”

      His words tumbled out of his mouth in an incoherent rush and my heart broke for Elijah, but I was angry too.

      He deceived me.

      He didn’t want to get better. That much had become obvious to me now.

      I got to my feet and walked toward Elijah, wrapped my arms around him from behind, and gently pressed my cheek against his back.

      His body was trembling, his breathing was erratic, and I wish I knew how to get the monsters in his head to rest for a while.

      I had resigned myself to the fact that they’d never go away, but they tormented my beautiful devil far too often.

      He was an expert at hiding it, and always did his best to not let me know when he was being plagued, however, there were moments like this when he couldn’t control them and had to fight all of the dreadful things that only he could see.

      Not this time, I thought bravely as I slid a hand gently down his arm and eased the axe out of his hand.

      “You stay here,” I told him softly when he turned slightly and glanced down at me with madness dancing in his eyes. “I’ll get rid of them.”

      Leaning up on the tips of my toes, I kissed Elijah softly on his lips, before I eased by him and left him behind in the bedroom.

      Hoping, wishing, that maybe if I returned to him looking like I’ve waged a war on Hell itself, perhaps he would finally believe that his demons were dead once and for all.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I stalked through the woods as silently as I could. If there were any animals around, I knew I would have to be able to catch one.

      If not only to maybe eat something a little different tomorrow, but to prove to Elijah that I had slain his demons.

      I followed a small deer, careful to hide whenever it would stop to nibble on some grass. I wasn’t sure how far away I had moved from the cabin, however, I knew that I would walk another hundred miles if I needed to in order to ease his troubled mind.

      Crouching down, I watched the doe quietly from behind a bush. In my mind, this had already been too easy, and I wished I had more time to make it a game.

      Focus, Maisie.

      I slowly began to rise from my hiding spot, axe firmly gripped in hand and ready to strike the damned thing down when I suddenly heard something that caught my attention.
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      The sounds of obvious distress grew louder the longer I followed the echoes of it through the woods.

      I could tell that I was getting closer, and with that knowledge, the hope that maybe this would be what would quell Elijah’s demons for the time being.

      I raised the axe, kept a firm grip on the handle as I realized that the shrieks and screams were coming from one of the cabins. How had no one else heard the cries? Someone was in trouble, and I was the only one around.

      I had never been a hero, and it wasn’t Elijah who needed saving, but I … I needed whatever it was that I would find.

      Taking a steady breath, I moved quickly toward one of the windows on the side of the cabin, then rested my back against it. It wasn’t fear that gripped me, it was determination.

      I glanced up at the sky for a moment, then smiled as another raincloud began to settle over the property.

      That meant that I would be washed of this sin before I returned to him, and he would never know that it happened unless I told him.

      Not that he would understand in his frame of mind.

      Reaching up, I pushed a strand of hair out of my eyes, then turned around and pushed myself up onto the tips of my toes.

      And that’s when I saw them.

      A young man.

      A young woman.

      They were naked.

      He held her down and she continued to shriek, but I understood then that it wasn’t in distress. She didn’t need help. She was being with him in ways that I would never be able to with my darling Elijah.

      My mouth tightened into a line as I watched.

      The way his body moved, the way the muscles in his back tensed as he continued to push into her … Her fingernails dug into the flesh of his back as he tilted his head up, letting out a sound that brought horrible memories crashing down on me.

      He was doing things to her.

      The exact same things I had endured on nights that Mama spent working her shifts at the hospital.

      Papa would get drunk, and he would do things to me.

      I ground my teeth, forcing down the dull pain that the gesture always caused, and closed my eyes as I lowered my head.

      And they blamed me for Elijah. The most beautiful thing that I’ve ever done. The one thing I never wanted to lose. The one thing they constantly rejected as a “sin.” I wonder if Mama knew? I wonder if she would believe me if I told her now?

      Another moan came from the whore inside and my head snapped up.

      My eyes flew open, and as I walked down the length of the cabin toward the front door, I found myself not caring if anyone saw me.

      I’d use them to silence Elijah’s demons too if they tried to tell.

      I raised the axe high over my head and brought it crashing down against the wooden door with all of my might.

      He’d be so proud of me if he could see me right now, I thought grimly as a different kind of scream split the air.

      I kept beating at the door until I was able to finally look inside and see them.

      She had tears streaming down her face.

      She was hysterical.

      But him …

      He looked ready to protect his whore.

      Ready to die for her.

      Good.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he shouted as he got to his feet and balled his fist by his sides.

      My eyes trailed slowly down his body and stopped on his dick. It was glistening even by the light of the fire, and that had to mean she was going to have a baby.

      Sliding a hand into the hole I’d made, I turned the doorknob and let myself in.

      When he reached for a shirt to cover himself, I looked away for a moment, slightly ashamed.

      “We’re trying to sleep,” I mumbled quietly.

      “So you knock. You don’t break the fucking door in half,” he barked at me.

      I reached up a hand to gently rub my nose, then smiled at the small splinters and lines of blood from the door.

      It fought back, but I wonder.

      Will they?
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      “He’s sick. He needs his rest,” I responded as I wrapped an arm around myself. The blade of the axe gently grazed my leg, no doubt leaving another scrape.

      Something that can easily be explained.

      “How about you get the fuck out of here?” the young man shouted, a little sterner this time.

      I looked up at him, then let my eyes trail toward her. She was still crying, still hysterically shaking as she cowered against him.

      “I can’t.”

      “Then let me help you,” he sneered as he pushed away from her and started to make his way toward me.

      I lowered my eyes again as I began to chew on my lip. I knew he’d be rough with me. I knew he’d try to throw me out like I had invaded their privacy, when all I was trying to do was help.

      His hand gripped my arm tightly as he gave me a violent tug toward the door. I glanced at her over my shoulder.

      She looked braver now.

      Arms crossed over her chest, staring daggers at me.

      I turned my attention back to the world outside, and as it loomed closer, I felt confident as my body began to tense. He pushed me out onto the porch, and I stumbled as I violently lost my footing and fell onto my knees.

      I closed my eyes and saw his face.

      His too-wide grin.

      His hickory-brown eyes.

      The way he always made me feel so goddamn wanted and loved.

      I waited patiently until I heard the cracked door slam behind me, then crawled over toward where the axe had landed just out of my reach.

      Without a second thought, I got to my feet and walked back toward the door.

      They had their backs to me now.

      They were getting dressed.

      They were talking about me.

      How I looked like a “homeless, crazy.”

      How I was probably mentally ill.

      How I had no business interrupting them.

      I eased my way through the hole I made in the door, grimacing slightly as the broken wood tore at my skin. Tears streamed down my face as I listened to all of the horrible, heinous things they continued to say about me.

      As if they knew me.

      As if they could judge based on the desperate love I had for Elijah.

      I stopped just short of the whore and her companion.

      With a grunt, I raised the axe over my head and swung it with as much force as I used to break the door.

      Right into the back of his fucking skull.

      She screamed again as he turned slowly, staggering on his feet, raising a hand to the back of his head.

      And when he turned, his eyes were almost vacant as they lowered to me.

      I smiled at him as I used my forearm to wipe the sweat from my face.

      One thing about me that Elijah always hoped to see, he had missed out on because I hid this side of myself from him.

      I never wanted him to see me like this.

      There would be a time for that, but for now, I would consider this as practice for Mr. Mike.

      When the young man dropped to his knees, his face fell against my tummy, and I hurriedly pushed him off. I didn’t want another man to ever touch me again.

      Only Elijah, and even that had been minimal at best.

      He let out a strangled breath as his body fell onto its side, and I crouched down in front of him.

      “Good night,” I whispered as I used the tips of my fingers to close his eyes. Pushing him onto his stomach, I wrapped my hands around the handle of the axe and grunted with frustration at how difficult it proved to extract.

      But I managed, like I always had, and then glanced over at his whore who had collapsed into a heap of tears on the floor next to us.

      “Do you have a knife?” I asked her softly, resting my chin on my shoulder.

      She opened her mouth and let out another hysterical scream.

      I lunged for her and wrapped my hands around her throat.

      “If you scream again, you’ll end up like him, got it?” I warned her.

      She didn’t listen.

      Instead she began to frantically claw at my hands, trying to get some air back into her lungs, and scratching my face in the process.

      “Whore,” I seethed as I raised her up by her neck then slammed her back into the floor. She let out a pained gurgle as I did it again.

      Her eyes bulged.

      Her movements were starting to become restricted.

      I licked my lips as my eyes widened.

      I pressed my knees into her chest as I slammed her head into the wooden floor again.

      “Please…” she breathed as tears started to pour down her whore cheeks. Like a defiled waterfall full of nothing but sin and desperation.

      I lifted her by the neck again, brought her up to meet my eyes as my breathing became heavy.

      I was getting tired, so I knew I would have to finish this sooner rather than later.

      “Look at me,” I whispered as I leaned forward and ran my tongue up her right cheek. Her tears were salty, bitter, and tasted so damn reminiscent of the ones I myself had shed when Elijah had been chased away.

      She tried to shake her head, her eyes still tightly shut, and it made me angry.

      I pressed my thumbs against her windpipe and began to squeeze as hard as I could.

      It wouldn’t be the painful death of getting her head smashed in like her companion, but it would give her time to think about everything she’d never have again.

      My teeth began to grind as I grunted and pressed down even harder. She stopped clawing at my face, instead, attempting to pry my hands from around her throat.

      I pushed her down onto her back and moved my feet to take the place of my knees on her body.

      With one final rumble of exertion escaping me, I used everything I had left as I pushed down.

      A moment later, I heard the snap.

      Finally.

      I climbed off the whore and laid on my back next to both of them, ran my hands through my hair, and let out a quiet laugh.

      All that was left for me to do was to take proof back to Elijah that his demons had been slain... for now.
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      I found the knife with no help.

      There were a few in their kitchen and I settled on a carving knife with a wooden handle.

      I tossed another pound of flesh to the side of me, then went back to meticulously cutting my way through the young man’s stomach.

      Had I known it would be this hard, I would have just followed the damn doe instead.

      But this would prove to my mad, beloved Elijah that I was willing to do anything for him.

      I sat up for a moment and blew out a breath as I glanced over at the whore. Her I would just section off and toss into the fire that had been keeping them company for the evening.

      Someone would find her, but they wouldn’t find him.

      Or me, I thought with a small smile as I went back to the task at hand.

      One more–got it!

      After I finally managed to make a big enough hole in his stomach, I moved to hover over him slightly, then dug my hands into the open cavity.

      The sounds were glorious.

      Wet, sick, putrid.

      All of the things they had tried to paint me as.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders as I blew out my breath. My fingers burrowed upward until they grazed along the bottom of his ribcage.

      Planting my feet firmly against the wooden floor, I slid my fingers through the small gaps and began to pull with all of my might.

      No matter how much rage washed over me at not being able to break them free, I couldn’t do it.

      With a sigh, I got up and wandered around the cabin, hoping to find something more profound than just my hands to use.

      In and out of the rooms I wandered, with my hand gently resting against my nose.

      I could smell the whore no matter how far away I walked.

      Their scent hung in the air like a humid blanket of sin, and I knew that if I didn’t hurry, it would make me sick.

      Just when I was ready to give up, I wandered back into the kitchen and began to sift through the cabinets.

      And that’s when I found the hammer.

      I smiled as I retrieved it from its resting place, then tapped it gently against my leg as I walked back to tackle the task that had been giving me so many issues.

      I laid down on his body and turned the hammer upward so that I could slide the claw into the slivers of the cage, then began to meticulously snap them back, one by one.

      It was still harder than I had hoped.

      Took longer than it should have.

      But when I was finally able to break the fucking thing open, I took a moment and eased myself back on his thighs. My arms were bloodstained, but it didn’t bother me.

      It was knowing Elijah was still waiting that made me move faster.

      Shaking my head quickly, I laid my body down with my chin resting just above his whore-stained dick, and reached into his body again.

      I began to break the bones of his rib cage as quickly as I could, cursing under my breath at how much it hurt, but I was determined to make sure that I got the prize.

      After another twenty minutes of snapping and burrowing, my fingers finally wrapped around what I wanted.

      My teeth bit down on my slightly protruding tongue as I slid up his body a little further, grabbed the knife and then plunged my hands back inside.

      I moved the blade quickly against his lungs, slicing them enough that they wouldn’t be too much of a problem, or in the way.

      After fifteen tedious minutes, the task had been completed thus far, and I closed my eyes for a moment.

      I hoped I wouldn’t cut myself, but I couldn’t see what I was doing.

      I had to go in blind to get what I needed.

      Besides, there hadn’t been a cut yet that I’d done to myself that Elijah hadn’t been able to suture.

      The good thing about having a body as stunted as mine was being able to fit into small spaces.

      I opened my eyes, then went back to work.

      “Found you,” I murmured.

      My hands finally located what I needed, and I very carefully kept one on the right side as I used my left hand to steady the blade.

      Squinting, I peered into the bloody concave as I did my best to meticulously cut the muscle away with as minimal damage as possible.

      Fuck.

      I nicked one of my fingers, which means I had cut too deeply, but then again, Elijah always did love flaws. He once told me they were his favorite, because things that were too perfect seemed like a lie.

      And it was.

      After Mama and Papa chased him out of the house, they presented the three of us as a happy, loving family to anyone who came to visit.

      Don’t think about them, Maisie. They aren’t important.

      I continued to cut away at the tendons in a tedious fashion until I was finally able to pull the fucking thing free.

      I let out a sigh of relief as I gently pulled it out. Settling back down on the young man’s thighs, I brought it close to my eyes, turned it slightly, and then sighed when I located the nick.

      It would have to do because I didn’t have time for hers too.

      Getting to my feet, I glanced around the room until I located a bag, tossed the muscle inside, then grabbed the young man’s legs and dragged him toward the door.

      I left him there while I retrieved the axe, then went back to his whore.

      Her, I would make quick work of.

      I didn’t have a choice.

      I had to go back to Elijah as soon as possible.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      Raindrops fell against the top of my head as I dragged the young man by the ankle behind me.

      I had secured the bag across my chest, and my other hand was wrapped firmly around the plastic handle and the axe.

      I paused for a moment to glance around, then nodded to myself when I saw the path that had led me to them.

      With a grunt, I gave his ankle a tug and continued on my way.

      I knew no one would spot me, because I made this path myself on the way to slay Elijah’s demons.

      It seemed to be an untouched part of the property, and I was counting on the animals that I knew must have been lurking to take care of the rest of this problem I had created.

      It was a gamble, but one I was more than willing to take.

      Mostly because I knew I wouldn’t be able to drag him along for much longer.

      I dropped his ankle when we came across an incline, then moved to the other side of him. I put all of my strength into pushing him over the side, then watched as his body tumbled against the sharp rocks before disappearing into the hell below.

      Standing up, I grabbed the plastic handle and axe again, and waited.

      More tense moments passed as the sky continued to darken, when I finally heard a low growl, followed by the sound of something beneath me crashing through the woods.

      Eat well, I thought as I finally turned on my heel and continued back the way I had originally come.

      Tonight, he would sleep soundly.

      There would be no voices that I couldn’t hear.

      No monsters that I couldn’t see.

      It would just be us.
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      “I’m home,” I called out softly into the darkness.

      I released by tight grip on the axe and let it fall to the floor with a clatter, hoping it would get Elijah’s attention, or at the very least, give me an idea of where he could possibly be hiding.

      “Elijah?” I called out a little louder as I tugged at the plastic bag.

      When he didn’t answer, I sighed and closed the door behind me, securing the lock in place, then made my way toward the bathroom.

      I should wash up some.

      I walked over to the next room and pushed the door open. Flipping the light switch on, I removed the bag and balanced it on the edge of the sink.

      The water came out in a cold rush. I quickly spun the hot water on, then waited for a few seconds before I ran a hand beneath the torrent. Satisfied it had reached the temperature I wanted, I nodded.

      Leaning down, I began to gently splash warm water against my face. I knew it would take a good scrubbing to get the blood off, but that could wait until the morning.

      I had to look like I had gone into battle so he would be okay... for now.

      Reaching blindly for one of the small hand towels nearby, I startled when my fingers grazed something firm instead.

      I used my forearms to dry my face as best as I could, then opened one eye and tried my damndest to see what it was.

      The gentle caress against my wet cheek made me sigh happily. I let my body fall against his, rested my forehead against the center of his chest, and smiled slightly when he wrapped his arms around me.

      It was him.

      “I’m sorry about earlier, Aunt Mais,” he began nervously. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s okay. You never have to apologize,” I whispered.

      Elijah gently placed a crooked finger under my chin and raised my face so he could look into my eyes.

      “I promise I’ll figure out a way to control myself when things get hazy. I just don’t want you to be afraid of me, you know?”

      He looked so lost, almost … scared.

      Of what?

      Was it because of how I looked?

      “Just … don’t leave, okay?”

      It was my turn to reach up and take his face in my hands.

      “Never,” I promised him softly before I pushed myself up on the tips of my toes and gently kissed his lips.

      I knew it was clumsy, and probably not what he had been hoping for, but I didn’t care.

      I wanted to ensure he knew that I would never leave his side, and this was the only way I knew how.

      When I pulled away from him, he grinned down at me as his cheeks blushed cherry-red.

      “I got you something. I don’t know if you’ll need it now, though,” I said shyly as I pulled away from Elijah and turned to reach for the bag.

      He arched an eyebrow, his grin turning into a curious smile as he took the gift from me and settled against the wall.

      A quick glance down told me that he wasn’t wearing his prosthesis, which I was happy about.

      I didn’t care for the damn thing.

      Elijah Young was more perfect without it.

      “What is it?” he asked with a nervous laugh as he began to pull at the bloody plastic bow I had managed to tie before I left.

      With a shrug, I hopped up onto the sink and began to lazily swing my legs back and forth.

      “I’d like to think it’s the reason you feel better now,” I confessed quietly.

      Elijah chuckled as he ripped the bow and pulled the top of the bag off with it. I began to feel nervous, unsure if he would like his present or not, but when he let out a low whistle, then leaned over and nudged me, I knew it would be okay.

      “Where’d you get this?” he inquired as he reached in to remove it from the bag.

      “It was a monster,” I answered softly. “And it can’t hurt you anymore. None of them can, Elijah. I won’t let them.”

      He let out a gentle sigh as he carefully placed the heart back into the bag, then set it on the hamper on the other side of him.

      Moving carefully, Elijah settled in front of me as he placed a hand on either side of the sink, and looked soulfully into my eyes.

      I instantly felt shy.

      He had never looked at me this way before, and it sent a quick shiver through my body.

      “Who needs a knight in shining armor when they can have someone like you?” he stated in a soft tone.

      I stopped kicking my legs, lowered my eyes, and tucked them under the sink. I couldn’t figure out why I suddenly felt so nervous about being this close to Elijah, but as I stole a glance up at him, I had to swallow a sigh.

      He was peering over his shoulder into the darkened rooms behind us.

      No matter how hard I tried, I hadn’t been able to quiet them.

      They were still there, lurking in the darkness, whispering to him, making him believe he was seeing things that no one else could.

      Even if he wouldn’t admit it, I knew he felt it.

      I had failed him again.

      And I couldn’t afford to any longer.
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      He trailed the tips of his fingers up and down my spine while we laid in bed. I prayed for sleep to take us both soon, even though I knew I would stay awake all night.

      Whenever Elijah had one of his episodes, it proved almost impossible for me to get any rest.

      Not because I couldn’t, rather because I didn’t want to risk him harming himself to try and get the monsters out, as he had so aptly explained to me once.

      “Do you think they know?”

      I shut my eyes tightly for a moment. This wasn’t the time to talk about anything. At least, not until his heart rate stopped being so goddamn erratic, and his breathing evened.

      “Who?” I asked as I nuzzled my face into his side.

      “Grandma and Grandpa.”

      “Know what?”

      “That we’re so close.”

      I chuckled as I put a hand on his chest and pulled away from him just enough to be able to look up into his eyes. He looked almost serene enough for me to wonder if the monsters had probably stopped whispering to him. But when he quickly flicked his eyes over me, I knew that he could still see them.

      “I doubt it,” I finally answered after a tense moment of silence. I hadn’t given much thought to how they would react upon seeing us together again, since I knew we would only be met with disdain.

      But I also knew this couldn’t officially be over until they told him what they did to me.

      Why they drove us apart with such vigor, and why they couldn’t bear to look at him.

      “Does it bother you? We can move,” I offered as I laid on my back and rested an arm across my forehead.

      Truth be told, we didn’t have a home.

      We were travelers—going from place to place, hoping for at least one good night's rest out of an entire week.

      And now that we finally had one, it was being tarnished by talking about them.

      Elijah lifted my shirt to expose my belly, then moved down the bed so that he could comfortably rest his head against it.

      “I don’t mean to make you upset, Aunt Mais,” he said quietly. “I just think about them from time to time, and you’re the only other person in the world who could understand.”

      Aunt Mais.

      I mulled over the phrase, knowing that what he adored was a lie.

      I wondered if Elijah would still love me as deeply as he did when he found out the truth. And while I knew it would be up to me to tell him, it worried me that he wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      There was no better time than now, however, I was cognizant of the things plaguing his already damaged mind and didn’t want to make matters worse.

      “Do you think Mr. Mike will be surprised to see us?” I asked in an attempt to change the conversation.

      “I hope so. You know how much I love surprises,” he said, his voice muffled slightly.

      I smiled faintly as I ran a hand over his hair.

      His demons wouldn’t win this fight; he was too strong to let that happen. It only proved to me that Elijah never needed me; he just wanted me.

      And as I began to thoughtfully chew the inside of my mouth, I couldn’t decide which one was worse.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I watched the fire flicker in front of me. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, and once Elijah rolled onto his side, I made my way out into the cozy living room.

      Starting the fire again was easier this time since I had a little practice already, and I even managed to make it warmer than the first time.

      Little things like this would have to be enough to make me happy in the coming days, because once my mad, and so deeply loved sin, came out of his latest tailspin, he would probably decide for me.

      For us.

      Glancing down at the knife on the carpet next to me, I picked it up and pushed the blade into the fire.

      The one thing that Mama and Papa taught me without meaning to, was that if there was ever going to be a cut or incision made, the tool would have to be sterilized before use.

      I was surprised that my hand didn’t shake as I sat patiently waiting for the blade to heat up, before I flipped it over and repeated the same motion. It would have to cool before I used it, but I had to make sure that the possibility of an infection setting in would be little to none.

      In my heart, I had suffered from the fear of Elijah leaving me one day, and if I was right that it would be soon, I wanted to try to give him the one thing I knew he so desperately wanted from me.

      I brought my knees up to my chest as I watched the blade start to turn a pretty shade of blue. It was small enough that I would be able to hopefully use it in the regard I wanted to, but sharp enough that if I messed this up in anyway, I’d more than likely bleed out.

      And then I would have made the choice for us, I thought with a sad smile.

      Taking it out of his hands would definitely make it easier for Elijah to go on with his life. He would have the knowledge that he had done nothing to hurt me, and I couldn’t help but think that it would have made things easier for me too.

      I let out a soft sigh as I pulled the blade from the flames lapping hungrily at it, then got to my feet.

      My footsteps were quiet as I made my way through the cabin to the bathroom. If I was right, there would be some kind of compact mirror hidden somewhere inside.

      Setting the knife handle on the edge of the sink, I pushed my hair out of my eyes as I began to open the linen closet, moving aside the hampers and towels, then turned my attention to the medicine cabinet.

      I pulled the door open and moved up to the tips of my toes so I could use a hand to feel along the top shelf inside, but there was nothing.

      I could feel myself starting to become frustrated, and anger had never served me well before. But it does make me strong, I reminded myself as I closed the small, mirrored door.

      I moved the knife from the sink to the top of the hamper closest to me, then opened the door again.

      Grinding my teeth together, I gripped the side of the door and began to tug at it with as much strength as I could muster.

      After a few feral tugs, it actually gave way with minimal noise and effort.

      And I smiled.

      As the rage washed away from me, so did the voice that had told me I’d never be able to give him everything he ever wanted, but now, I had the mirror I needed to start.

      I tucked it under my arm and then picked up the knife, and grabbing a towel on the way out, I started toward the kitchen.

      I had decided on the small island inside as the place of my radical self-surgery, because if I made a mess of things, and least I’d have a small window of time to clean up.

      Pausing at the bedroom door, I peered inside and saw that he was still sound asleep.

      Thoughts of the young boy I used to sit and watch with such pride and love in my heart brought a tear to my eye.

      Don’t leave me yet.

      At least, not until we’ve had the chance to try.
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      After I managed to prop up the mirror, I laid out the towel, then pulled myself up onto the island. The knife sat next to the mirror, and I didn’t look at myself as I reached for my panties and pulled them off.

      Once I was comfortable, I leaned forward and grabbed the blade, then propped my feet up on either side of the towel with my legs spread as far open as I could on the limited amount of space that was left over.

      I titled my head as I looked at myself.

      I had never done this before, stared at something so goddamn intimate, and now I was going to have to force it back open.

      But, I could barely see what I needed to, so I used my free hand to push my lower lips apart.

      And still, I couldn’t see the sutures.

      How long has it been?

      Could it be possible that my skin grew over it because of the time that had elapsed?

      It didn’t matter.

      It couldn’t matter.

      Leaning back slightly, I turned the knife around and gently placed the tip at my entrance. I wasn’t sure how far in I would have to go, but I knew there would be no turning back once I started.

      No matter how scared I might become.

      Closing my eyes, I moved the blade in further. I grimaced at the feeling, realizing that it may have been a little too wide to use, and yet I couldn’t stop now.

      It would make it more difficult to continue if for even a second I let myself think that I should use something smaller.

      And so I pressed on, doing my best to keep a steady hand.

      Another inch and the tip of the blade became blocked by something.

      Not just anything.

      I knew what it was.

      Blowing out my breath, I grabbed the knife handle with both hands, then began to force it through.

      Tears stung my eyes.

      The pain was starting to settle in, and my body was beginning to tremble.

      If I were brave enough, I would have just pushed it through without hesitation, but I never had been very courageous.

      An agonized groan escaped me.

      I wasn’t able to stop it as the tip of the blade began to pierce the barrier.

      I paused for a moment, willing myself to stop feeling the full extent of the agony that I knew was waiting for me.

      I was doing this for Elijah, not for me, and I couldn’t keep letting him down.

      A shuddering breath passed through my lips as I steeled my resolve and pushed a little harder.

      “Ow,” I ground out as quietly as I could.

      Deep breath and keep going, Maisie.

      I let go of the knife with one hand, while holding the tip of the blade against the barrier. I could feel it; it was ready to give way, I just had to be strong enough to finish.

      Reaching down around the side of the island, my hand fumbled blindly until it closed around a small handle. I pulled the drawer open and reached around inside to find something that might help.

      I took a deep breath as I placed the wooden spoon handle between my teeth, then put my hand back on the handle.

      I looked into the mirror.

      Into my own eyes.

      Then I shoved the blade in with all of my strength, my piercing scream barely muffled by the handle clamped between my teeth.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I somehow managed to make my way back to the bathroom. Blood had been sliding down my inner thighs ever since I got to my feet, and even though my body had gone numb from the shocking pain after a few tempered breaths, I could finally feel it.

      I was very aware of the hole I had managed to break back open inside of me and I needed time to clean up before I woke Elijah from his sleep.

      While I knew he needed his rest, I also knew that he still wanted me.

      “It’ll be okay, Maisie,” I mumbled to myself. “Everything will be fine now.”

      I pushed my hair out of my eyes with bloodied hands, then spun the handles on the sink, grabbed the bar of soap and began to vigorously rub at my fingernails.

      Underneath the fresh blood, there was a dried layer from the whore and her companion that I still hadn’t taken the time to properly get rid of.

      A tear rolled down my cheek as I sniffled and kept scrubbing. It wasn’t from pain or pride, or from anything that I was feeling.

      I assumed it was a stray from moments before, and I dismissed it as soon as I took my next breath.

      A huff of breath left me in frustration, and I chucked the bar of soap into the sink. This wasn’t going to work as quickly as I needed it to.

      I turned off the running water then reached into the linen closet for a small hand towel. I dried my hands as best as I could, then rolled one end of the towel into a tight braid before dipping it into what was left of the water in the sink.

      I scrubbed the inside of my thighs.

      It was more of a want than a need, because I knew Elijah wouldn’t notice, not while in the frame of mind that he was currently waging war with.

      I stood straight up, and the towel fell from my hand and landed in the small pool of blood that had been gathering at the bottom of my feet.

      Before we left, I would have to clean this place up, but for now, it reminded me of what home looked like the night he was born.

      And it made me feel lucky to know that he was so close to me again, even though it still felt so goddamn far away.
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      As I sat on the edge of the bed watching him sleep, it brought a torrent of memories washing back.

      This had been one of the simplest things in life that I enjoyed in a place where neither of us were loved or wanted.

      I would spend hours just watching him, pushing his hair out of his face when he would turn over, and fixing his blankets if they managed to come off his body on the nights he grew restless.

      I nervously rubbed the palms of my hands against my thighs before I leaned over and gave him a gentle nudge.

      A dull pain instantly wracked my body, reminding me of what I had just done to myself, or perhaps it was my own way of being coaxed into leaving this for another day.

      “Elijah?”

      He grunted slightly as I shook him again, turning to face me and covering his face with a pillow.

      I smiled.

      Maybe this was a sign that he managed to sleep the demons off, since he was almost always grumpy at having been woken up.

      “Wake up,” I whispered softly as I shook him again.

      He let out a huff before peeking up at me from under the pillow. He was still groggy but the slight smile on his tired face told me I was doing the right thing.

      “How is it morning already?”

      “It’s not. Well, not the sunshine kind of morning,” I said as I dropped my hand from his arm.

      “Then go to sleep, Aunt Mais,” he grumbled as he reached for me and jerked me toward him.

      “Ow!” I yelped at the sudden pain that shot through me.

      Elijah instantly sat up, his hair wild on the top of his head and curious apprehension in his eyes.

      “Did I hurt you, Mais?”

      “No,” I assured him through gritted teeth. I placed a hand on my inner thigh and pressed down, hoping to dull the pain again.

      “Are you … are you bleeding?”

      “A little bit.”

      “Um, okay. I can see if there are any pharmacies around town if you want,” he offered as he scooted toward the edge of the bed and swung his leg over.

      “For what?”

      “To get you woman stuff,” he replied with a grin as he cast a glance at me over his shoulder. “I won’t get caught, Mais. I’m pretty good at sneaking in and out of places without anyone noticing.”

      “It isn’t that, Elijah. I haven’t had one of those since you were a year old,” I confessed softly.

      This is the perfect opportunity to tell him the truth.

      “I’ll be okay,” I lied as I stood up and walked around the bed. Stopping in front of Elijah, I placed a hand on either side of his shoulders and took a moment to try and gather some of the bravery I had never felt before in my entire life. “I just wanted to give you something.”

      “Maisie, you’re bleeding,” he said again, his eyes on my legs. His tone became sterner as he forced himself up onto his foot, then gently sat me down on the bed. Elijah dropped down to one knee, then pried my legs apart, determined to find the source of the blood.

      “What the fuck, where are they?” he murmured as he ran his hands up and down my thighs looking for obvious cuts.

      I slapped his hands away.

      I was becoming frustrated with him thinking that I had gone back to marking my own skin when I had stopped that a couple of years after we started our lives together.

      He glanced up at me and arched an eyebrow. “What’s going on, Maisie?”

      I turned my face away and shook my head.

      “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I hadn’t expected the sofa to be as comfortable as it was. I also hadn’t expected the waves of nausea that kept crashing over me.

      My stomach hurt, my legs were still shaking, but I was finally free.

      The feeling of being sick would pass, and if I was lucky enough, maybe I would too.

      Elijah Young was no longer the little boy I believed him to be; he could handle this world on his own; I had no concerns about that now.

      The only regret I would have is not getting the hug I always wanted, not being able to see Mama and Papa’s face when we knocked on their door, and mostly, not being able to give him what he seemed to always want from me.

      Especially now that I had made it possible.

      I rolled onto my side, a hand on my aching stomach and my back to the fire.

      I heard his voice as soon as I closed my eyes.

      “Aunt Mais?”

      When I didn’t answer him, I felt part of the sofa dip as he lowered his body down and rested a hand on my arm.

      “The kitchen—” His words cut off as his voice cracked, then he cleared his throat and tried again. “What did you do?”

      There was nothing I could say to explain myself so I did the only thing I could.

      “Scoot over,” I instructed him quietly.

      When he took his hand away from my arm and the sofa shifted again, I sat up as best as I could, then reached for his wrist.

      If I hesitated, I would never be able to go through with it.

      Blowing out my breath, I pushed my blood-stained panties to the side, and moved his finger past my nicked lower lips, as far in as it should have been able to go.

      “Holy shit, Maisie,” he breathed.

      I looked away and chewed the inside of my mouth nervously. With a nod, I gave his wrist a tug, but he quickly clamped his free hand around mine.

      “Why did you do this?” he asked.

      In an attempt to wrestle my wrist out of his grip, I ended up moving too hard and hurting myself again.

      My core clamped down on the finger still inside of me and I shivered.

      “Tell me why, Mais,” he said in a softer tone as he leaned forward and rested his forehead against mine.

      “Because it’s what you wanted,” I whispered.

      “I never wanted you to hurt yourself for me,” he replied as he gently began to slide his finger out of me.

      “I didn’t know how else—”

      “That’s my thing, remember?” he said with a small smile as he pulled his face away from mine and nodded down toward his leg.

      “Can you move now?” I asked nervously as I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

      Elijah grinned as he finally pulled his finger out of me, and I let out a sigh of relief. The pulsating feeling between my legs would cease in a day or two, or at least, that was my hope.

      “Come to bed, Maisie.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his outstretched hand and sighed. Was this something I’d be willing to do to make him happy?

      I stole a glance up into his eyes and let out a breath as I took his hand. The look in his eyes was almost … normal.

      Maybe I could do this last thing for him, and drive out his demons once and for all.
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      Elijah was waiting for me when I entered the bedroom. The pain in my belly turned from dull throbs to butterflies.

      He looked so different to me for some reason.

      The way he was propped up against the headboard, the way he watched me as I walked toward the bed, the smile on his lips that started so gently, had slipped into something else entirely.

      I hesitated for just a moment before I complied with his request to get on the bed with him.

      Laying against him, I wrapped an arm around his waist and rested my head against his shoulder.

      Elijah’s body felt warm to the touch, his breathing was steady, and the closer he held me, the more needed he made me feel.

      “Um, so I guess I should probably tell you now, I’ve never done this before,” he began nervously as he started to tap his fingers against his leg.

      “Done what?” I asked, glancing up at him.

      His face burned crimson and he looked away in shame. My little jest had the desired effect on him and now it was time to make him feel better.

      “Sorry, I thought—”

      “Even though I’m your aunt?” I asked, cutting him off.

      Elijah shrugged, his eyes still on the window. “Makes the connection deeper.”

      Tell him, Maisie.

      But I couldn’t.

      Not when he was already feeling so goddamn vulnerable.

      I nodded as I pulled away from Elijah, and sat up next to him.

      My eyes grazed over his body, taking in every beautiful and malign thing about him.

      From the eyes that held me so constantly in their grip, down to the piece of him that he had so freely cut from himself because of its betrayal.

      I leaned down and kissed the end of his leg. Where it should have been and nothing stood, I wanted him to know that I loved him as if he were whole and nothing less.

      I felt his hand tremble as he laid it against my back. I kissed his limb again, eliciting a shuddering sigh from him.

      “Maisie, we don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” he said, his voice hitched with the same desire that I once heard from Papa.

      It was hard not to think of that bastard now, because if it wasn’t for his misplaced, drunken desire, Elijah wouldn’t be here.

      I ran a hand up his leg, letting it settle on his thigh, and took a deep breath.

      “I have to tell you something, Elijah.”

      “Kiss me, Maisie,” he whispered as he leaned forward and pulled me against him.

      I didn’t at first, because I needed him to understand just how deep our bond really was.

      But I saw the tears begin to sting his eyes, the glimmer of hope slowly dying, and I knew that it would have to wait.

      With a nod, I moved onto his lap, resting a knee on either side of him and brushed away the lone tear that had spilled over.

      As I tried to get comfortable, I could feel his desire already rising as he turned his lips against my hand, then inhaled deeply before glancing at me.

      “Please?”

      “Hm.”

      I would be lying if I didn’t say that I enjoyed the fact that he was becoming hungrier for me as the days passed.

      “Go slow,” I said as I reached down to pull my shirt over my head. “I’m still sore and have some cuts.”

      Elijah nodded as he watched, transfixed when I reached back to unfasten my bra. When my small tits sprang free, he wrapped his hands around them as gently as he could and looked up into my eyes again.

      It made me think of when I first nursed him, because Papa insisted that he grow up strong, and the only way it would happen would be if he suckled from me.

      I grabbed one of his hands and pulled it away, kissing the top gently before resting it on my hip.

      “Follow my lead, okay? I’ve done this once or twice.”

      His mouth became a tight line, his next nod was curt. Elijah was jealous and if he only knew who he was envious of, I think he would have finally given me the damn hug I had been begging for.

      Leaning forward again, I pressed my lips against his. He pulled me closer against him, his hands caressing my back as I parted his lips with my tongue.

      I gently flicked mine against his until he gave in and opened his mouth a little wider, allowing me to slip my tongue in and kiss him the way I’ve always wanted to.

      Not just a peck here and there; not just the one time we honest to God kissed each other. No matter how long they may have lingered for, no matter how short the time was that elapsed between them, this was different.

      A soft moan escaped him as I slipped my hands under his shirt and touched his toned stomach. I couldn’t help but think that if it was enough to get a reaction out of him, then maybe the small mercy would be this being over faster than it started.

      I would need days, if not weeks to heal, but this was what he wanted, and I needed to give it to him.

      Pulling away from Elijah, I slid off his lap and began to tug at his shorts. He lifted his body off the mattress to allow me to slide them off, then I watched as he immediately removed his boxers.

      And there it was.

      The most beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life.

      Long, thick, and hard.

      It was perfect and he was freely offering it to me.

      This was going to hurt, but I would indulge in the pain for as long as I could stand it.
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      “Wait.”

      The request was so sudden and unexpected that I was afraid I had already done something wrong.

      “Take them out, Maisie. I want you to be completely comfortable,” he said softly as I looked into his eyes.

      I smiled stoically.

      In a way, I understood why he suggested it.

      He had stripped off the fake piece of himself, the one I hated the most, and he wanted me to do the same.

      With a nod, I gestured toward the small, square box of tissues on the nightstand next to him, then took one out as he held it out to me.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned my body away slightly, reached up into my mouth and pulled my partial bridge out.

      I couldn’t bear to look at how many teeth I no longer had.

      Even though he didn’t care, I hated myself for it.

      Wrapping it securely in the tissue, I leaned across Elijah and placed it carefully on the nightstand before I moved to hover over him.

      Reaching down, I grabbed his hard cock, then rested my forehead against his as I began to slowly lower myself onto it.

      The burning sensation from being penetrated was something I should have been used to and prepared for, but it was the stinging feeling of having to force it past the fresh cuts that made it hurt more than it should have.

      “Ow,” I whined quietly as I forced myself to take his length.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he whispered as he held me against him. “I don’t want you to be in pain, Mais.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him as I pushed my hair out of my face. I only hoped he wouldn’t be able to see the tears of pain rolling down my cheeks.

      Elijah nodded as he leaned back against the headboard, hands firmly gripping my hips.

      “Then go for it, Maisie Girl,” he said with a smile.

      I returned it, and when he chuckled, I knew it came out as more of a grimace than anything else.

      But it wouldn’t stop me.

      I had known pain before in my life.

      Unimaginable things had been done to me as a child by the people who were supposed to love and protect me.

      He was nothing like them.

      He loved me with every fiber of his being, and I kept the knowledge of that close to heart as I began to slowly roll my hips.

      His fingernails dug into my flesh as I continued to rock on top of him. It felt so different when it was with someone I loved and not someone who forced it on me.

      His dick felt so glorious inside of me, even as it moved against the cuts and bruising. It hurt more than I thought it would, but I wanted Elijah so desperately to be happy that I couldn’t stop.

      I moved my hips faster, wrapped my arms around his shoulders, and pulled him toward me.

      His lips found their way to one of my nipples. His teeth clamped down on it and as he gave it a tug, I let out a yelp of pain.

      Elijah quickly sucked and licked the ache away before he repeated the action, eliciting another squeal.

      “You’re so beautiful when you hurt, Mais,” he breathed after he released my nipple and kissed my neck. “I can’t help how you make me feel when you cry out like that.”

      I grunted as I pushed him back against the headboard. He studied me with a shocked, amused look in his eyes as I leaned back and rested the palms of my hands on the mattress.

      Taking a deep breath and willing the pain away, I began to move my shredded pussy up and down his cock.

      “Oh fuck, Mais,” he breathed as he watched. I could see the look in his eyes, he was becoming ravenous at the exquisite agony I was feeling while forcing myself to continue.

      I balanced myself on one palm as I brought the other hand around and began to rub my clit. I liked that he enjoyed watching while I fucked him, and wanted to give him something new to look at.

      I let out a bated breath as my head tilted back and I arched my body. But I didn’t stop fucking him. Instead, I began to slam my pussy down on his cock, hoping to God that I wouldn’t pass out from the pain.

      My body began to lurch to the side and Elijah took advantage of it. He moved quickly, sliding out of me, and pushing me onto my back.

      A modicum of mercy before he took over.

      He leaned down and kissed me gently, as he slid his cock back into me. I closed my eyes tightly and gripped his forearms.

      “Are you okay?” he asked uncertainly.

      I nodded quickly.

      “Promise?” he pressed.

      I opened my eyes and smiled at him.

      Elijah grinned as he lowered his body against mine, looking soulfully into my eyes as he began to slowly move his body.

      I felt his cock as he slid it in and out of me. I felt the bruises, the cuts, the pain even more prominently now.

      But when he began to move his hips faster, fucking me harder, burying his dick deeper into me, I felt alive.

      And I didn’t want the feeling to stop.

      Elijah’s forehead pressed roughly against mine as he grit his teeth and held me in place with his body.

      His breathing became ever more erratic and uneven with each thrust.

      The wet slapping sounds were so goddamn euphoric that I almost forgot the hurt I was feeling.

      I couldn’t discern if the damp feeling was because of our juices or because I had started to bleed again.

      The sloppier our love became, the more aware of the cuts I was, but I held it in.

      I lost myself in the arms of the only man who ever truly loved me, and when he grunted again and slammed into me one more time, I felt whole.

      Especially when I felt the warm rush of his seed shooting deep into the garden I had dug for him earlier in the night.

      Elijah let out his breath in a shaky whoosh as he lowered his body against mine. I ruffled the top of his hair, then wrapped my arms around my sin, keeping him buried deep inside of me.

      If I could have stayed like this forever, I would have, but it wasn’t lost on me that while our love was perfect, it was wrong.

      Only because he didn’t know who I truly was.

      Only because he loved a lie.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      “Can I ask you something, Mais?”

      We were lying in our bed on our sin-stained sheets, with Elijah’s body pressed tightly to mine as we watched the wind gently move the leaves outside.

      “Hm?”

      “Why do you want it so bad? The hug, I mean.”

      I chuckled as I reached for his hand, interlacing my fingers in his, letting silence be my response.

      “There’s no way I can talk you out of it?” he asked glumly.

      Again, I said nothing because there was nothing to say. Elijah promised that he would give this to me when the time was right, and I refused to let it play out any other way.

      “Okay,” he finally relented in a soft tone. “Good night, Mais.”

      “’Night,” I whispered in response.

      I closed my eyes and forced myself to fall asleep.

      For the rest of the night, we would be happy. Something Elijah honestly deserved to be in his life.

      Tomorrow, I’d convince him that we’d need to go find Mr. Mike, and then Mama and Papa soon after.
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      The next morning when I woke up, I found myself alone on the bed.

      Sadness immediately gripped me at the thought that perhaps now he had gotten what he wanted, he was gone.

      I forced myself to sit up.

      Pushing my hair out of my face, I glanced at the window and noticed flashing lights outside. Curiosity gently eased the sadness aside as I got out of bed to inspect what could possibly be happening.

      My hand pushed the window open as I leaned out, but I couldn’t see much of anything from this side of the house.

      With a shrug, I decided to make the best of my first day alone. I still had to shower and scrub off all the dried blood. I would have to find a pharmacy and steal a small tube of ointment so I could start taking care of what I had done to myself.

      Unsure of which chore to tackle first, I decided on a bit of fresh air. Maybe if I stood on the front stoop and pretended I was picking it up a bit, I would be able to see why lights were flashing so frantically outside.

      I looked down at my feet as I walked out of the room. I wanted to concentrate on something other than being alone. It would help me make it to the front door.

      I walked through the cabin using my memory of where things were, which way to go to reach the front door, and when I was a few feet away, I finally glanced up.

      What?

      Rushing forward, I threw myself against Elijah and wrapped my arms around him from behind.

      It was all I could do not to cry.

      He hadn’t left me after all.

      His curiosity had more than likely gotten the best of him and led him to witness the commotion, much like mine had done to me.

      “Good morning,” he said with a laugh as he reached down and squeezed my arm.

      I buried my face into his back.

      I couldn’t speak.

      I knew I would sob if I did, and I didn’t want to start the day like that.

      “Are you okay back there?” he asked, trying to turn to glance down at me. My grip on Elijah was too strong for him to move even the slightest inch, which made him chuckle. “Ease up there, Mais. You’re going to break my ribs.”

      I’m good at that, I thought solemnly as I finally let him go.

      Elijah wrapped an arm around me and pulled me to his side. I buried my face again instantly, like some kind of fucking ostrich, but he managed to peel me off as gently as he could.

      “Mais?”

      “I’m fine now,” I replied truthfully as I looked up at him. His eyes softened and it was more than likely because he saw the tears welling in mine.

      Leaning down, Elijah gave me a soothing good morning kiss, a reassuring squeeze, and then smiled before he turned his attention back to the flashing lights.

      “What’s going on?” I finally asked as I settled against him.

      “I have no idea yet. The damn lights woke me up. I thought I was seeing shit again,” he replied dryly.

      I cleared my throat as I slipped away from him and closer to the stairs, crossing my arms over my chest and watching as a small group of men and women in uniform kept running back and forth.

      It was almost as if someone had shot a gun at the beginning of a race, and they were all determined to place first.

      When one of the women scurried by us to a large, red truck, I smirked. I wonder why they’re so far away.

      “What was that, Mais?”

      “Huh?”

      Elijah was looking down at me curiously. I had said it out loud without meaning to, and he heard me.

      Fuck.

      He walked over to me and gripped me by the elbow. I let him haul me back into the cabin and waited like a scolded child waiting for him to lock the door.

      “What did you do?” he questioned in a calm voice.

      “They were monsters,” I spit out stubbornly.

      Elijah stared at me for a moment, confusion in his eyes, until it was replaced by understanding. He ran a hand patiently over his face, before he shook his head.

      “I guess we better get moving then,” he declared softly before he let out a heavy sigh.

      I lowered my eyes to the floor and kept them there as he walked by me, but before he would be too far out of earshot, I had to know something.

      “Did it help?”

      I glanced at him feeling so goddamn hopeful that he would tell me the truth.

      Elijah hovered just outside of the bedroom door, looking at me thoughtfully. When he finally nodded, I smiled.

      “Yeah, it did.”

      Liar.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I knew I had to wash up before we left, so I let him help me. He cleaned the caked blood off me as best as he could, careful not to make my tender spot even more sore.

      Once I felt I was presentable enough, I agreed it was time to go. Lingering would prove to be too careless with all of the authorities running around the camp grounds; especially when we weren’t even supposed to be there.

      Half an hour later, I stood by the side of the road waiting for a car that might stop to pick us up.

      I didn’t like to go with the first option since it had the potential to be some type of law enforcement. But as far as I knew, hitchhiking wasn’t illegal; I just didn’t want to deal with anyone of that caliber.

      “Ugh, fuck.”

      I looked up at Elijah who had a hand on his stomach and was giving me a sheepish look. “Sorry, I guess I’m hungry.”

      With a nod, I walked toward the curb and stuck my thumb out. Maybe we’d find someone who was nicer than Mr. Mike.

      Someone who might take us to eat somewhere without dumping us in the middle of nowhere.

      It only took about three tries after damn near all day of being out on the side of the road, before a large camper pulled over. I arched an eyebrow as the door opened and I found myself looking into the eyes of a very nice looking middle-aged man.

      “Need a lift?” he asked me kindly.

      I motioned for Elijah to come over to where I was standing. It was always his job to size up the potential good Samaritans.

      “It’s me and my nephew,” I told him softly.

      “That’s fine. We’ve got plenty of space in here, don’t we sweetheart?” he stated as he leaned to the side and glanced somewhere inside.

      A beautiful woman with long, silky black hair appeared, looking at us with huge, light blue eyes and a smile that seemed brighter than the goddamn sun itself.

      “We sure do!” she agreed after briefly taking us in.

      I looked up at Elijah who was studying them quietly before he nodded and put a hand on my back, easing me to the side.

      “We’re headed for Kingston. I know that’s a bit of a hike, but we’re grateful for however close you can get us,” he told them as he began to make his way up the three stairs.

      Once he reached the top, he turned around and leaned down for me, helping me up, then wrapping an arm protectively around me.

      “We can take you all the way. It’s no problem at all,” the nice looking man said.

      Elijah held his eyes for a moment before he nodded.

      “Come on, Aunt Maisie,” he said as he gave me a gentle tug.

      I followed him to the back of the camper and sat down on the white, leather-lined couch.

      I wasn’t able to tell yet what he was thinking, but I knew I wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.
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      After about twenty minutes on the road, Elijah finally got comfortable enough to talk to the kind couple who had welcomed us into their mansion on wheels.

      We found out that their names were Clarabelle and Graham Dempsey. He was forty-two years old and she was thirty-seven. They met at a play that their local community players had put on, and fell in love when they were in their twenties.

      I rolled my eyes as she gushed about their love story.

      I wasn’t interested in that because I couldn’t tell her about ours.

      But … the more she talked, the more I noticed how goddamn perfect her teeth were.

      Wait.

      I gave Elijah’s shirt a gentle tug as he listened to her drone on and on about how they met, and he held up a finger quickly and as respectfully as he could, to stop her for a moment.

      “Sorry,” he said to her with an apologetic grin. Leaning down he looked at me and raised an eyebrow, “What’s up, Mais?”

      “Did you bring them?”

      “Bring what?”

      I pushed my tongue against the inside of my upper lip to better explain my question without words, and his face drained of color.

      I shook my head, “It’s okay. I needed new ones, anyway.”

      “I’m really sorry, Maisie,” he muttered miserably. A sigh escaped me as I let my head rest against his shoulder. It was the only way I could ever let him know that there really had been no harm done.

      Elijah believed actions more than he did words.

      We both did.

      That’s why, when he came back for me, I knew that he had truly meant to, and it wasn’t just something he promised in passing.

      I slid my hand into his and held it as the camper rode smoothly along the road. It was then that I realized silence had taken over Clarabelle and Graham.

      Leaning slightly around Elijah, I could see Graham watching us curiously through the rear-view mirror. When I settled back against the cushion, I noticed Clarabelle giving us an odd look.

      Lowering my eyes quickly, I let go of Elijah’s hand and scooted away from him putting at least two inches between us.

      “What’s the matter?”

      I didn’t look at Elijah right away.

      The tone of his voice already told me that he thought it was him, and nothing would prove otherwise unless I showed him that it wasn’t.

      I shook my head as I cleared my throat.

      “Is it okay if I put my legs on the couch?” I asked Clarabelle.

      “Sure,” she replied happily as she got to her feet. “Just let me grab a towel for you, okay?”

      With my eyes still on the wall beside me, I nodded in agreement as I wrapped my arms around myself and shifted slightly.

      Today, I felt the pain even more than when I had opened myself. Things always did manage to hurt more the day after, but I wasn’t sure if it was my body’s pathetic attempt to heal itself, or because I hadn’t had a chance to properly tend to my cuts and my wound.

      “Maisie?”

      I glanced at Elijah’s hands.

      He sounded so confused by my putting space between us, and I had no way to explain it to him in front of strangers.

      Flashing him a quick smile, I turned my attention back to Clarabelle as she reappeared with a towel.

      “Here you go,” she said cheerfully as she held it out to me.

      I got to my feet and almost stumbled when Graham took a turn. Elijah reached over and held me steady as I whipped out the towel then set it back down where I had been sitting.

      Tucking my legs up beneath me, I finally understood just exactly why she wanted to get me a towel.

      My feet were dirty.

      Still caked with dirt and stained with grass from the hunt last night.

      I can’t wait to get to Mr. Mike’s place. The first thing I’m gonna do is take a shower, I decided as I began to pick at my fingernails.

      As I felt Elijah’s eyes settle on me, I leaned my head against the wall next to me and swallowed a sigh.

      He’d have to understand, not everyone who stopped to help us really cared one way or another about how deeply we loved each other.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want separate rooms?” Graham asked us uncertainly for what seemed like the tenth time in a row.

      I shook my head. “Thank you, Mr. Graham. One room is more than enough.”

      He exchanged a glance with his wife, who shrugged. Once he had finished checking us into a hotel just off the highway, he slid a keycard toward me.

      “We’ll leave bright and early.”

      I nodded as I glanced down at the hastily written number, mumbled a thank you, then started down the hallway.

      At first, I wasn’t sure why he stopped since I knew Kingston couldn’t have been that far away, but when he pulled into the parking lot, Clarabelle explained that he hadn’t slept for the better part of a day.

      Turned out they weren’t from around here. They were cruising through the state to destinations unknown, and had been on the road for a few days.

      When we finally made it to the elevator banks, I pushed the button to call the car down to us, then waited with Elijah at my side.

      I could still feel his apprehension at my moving away from him in the camper, and I would do my best to explain it without making him upset.

      The doors opened slowly, almost as if they were deliberately attempting to provoke the young man beside me.

      When they finally opened, I stepped to the side and made a sweeping gesture with my hand to alarm to allow him in first.

      The doors closed.

      The silence lingered.

      Until it didn’t.

      “Are we going to talk about what happened in there?” he asked in a tempered tone.

      I ignored him.

      Instead, I looked at the distorted reflection of myself against the metal elevator doors and leaned forward. Sticking my forefingers into my lips, forcing my mouth into a grin.

      Ugly, ugly, monster.

      “Mais?”

      I let my mouth snap back into its usual semi-permanent frown before I looked at him over my shoulder.

      Before I could begin to attempt to explain, the elevator dinged and the doors opened, beckoning us out.
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      The hot water felt amazing as it cascaded down my body.

      I hadn’t expected to make a stop before getting dropped off at Mr. Mike’s house, but this had been a pleasant surprise, and it ensured I’d be presentable when we arrived.

      I ran my hands back over my damp hair, flinching slightly when the water made its way down my tummy and slid between my legs.

      I had to find some way to stop the fucking ache, sooner rather than later, but for now, I was content in being able to finally scrub myself clean.

      I reached for the small bar of soap, then began to peel back the wrapper. I held it up to my nose and smiled faintly when the faint scent of yellow roses began to fill the air.

      It reminded me of the small bouquets that grew on the side of Mama and Papa’s house. The ones I would take Elijah out to sit in on the merciful nights that Papa forgot where my room was.

      Drinking made him vile, but it was his actions that made him evil.

      As I began to lather the soap in my hands, I heard a faint knock at the bathroom door. My ears perked up as I listened, then I chuckled quietly when I heard the door open.

      I began to rub the bar of soap along my skin, hoping that he only needed to use the bathroom, then would leave.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      But he’s never been one for rules, I thought wryly.

      “I’ll be done soon, then we can talk about anything you want,” I called out.

      I heard him sigh loudly, followed by the slap of his hands hitting his thighs. A single moment passed before the door to the bathroom opened, then closed again.

      He was upset, but his demons were silent… or close to.

      At least I knew that no matter what happened, I’d be safe for now.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I sat on the edge of the bed, drying my hair with the towel. Graham had insisted on getting us a twin-bed room, but Elijah held his ground, arguing that one bed was fine and that we’d be just fine, thank you very much.

      “What’s up, Elijah?” I asked as I leaned my head forward. I began to loop the towel around my hair, and when I straightened back up, I could almost swear I saw the corners of his lips twitch.

      Which meant he was as angry as he had ever been. Not if he were able to find humor in my current state.

      “Why did you move away from me in the camper?” he asked as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Because of how they were watching us. You didn’t see it, but I did. I didn’t want you to get upset about that, so I chose the lesser of two evils,” I explained with a shrug.

      He looked away from me. I could see his jaw moving tightly; he was trying to find a way to continue the conversation without the rage I knew he was still feeling in his heart.

      “Aunt Maisie,” he began patiently, his eyes still on the black screen of the television directly across from him. “I don’t give a fuck what anyone thinks about us. Let them have their bullshit assumptions. It’s not like anyone would ever say anything against us to us. What I do care about is you feeling like you have to move away from me to make things okay. We spent enough time apart. I don’t want to go through that anymore.”

      Heartfelt and heartbroken.

      That would be the only way I could describe his rambling.

      I moved closer to him on the bed, my back to the television he was still staring at, then leaned forward and nudged him gently.

      When he finally turned his eyes toward me, they softened, and his jaw slowly stopped moving.

      “Was I yelling? I’m sorry,” he mumbled as he ran his hands over his face.

      “You weren’t, Elijah,” I assured him as I gave his forearm a squeeze. “I know you don’t care what people think about us, and neither do I, but we need them to get to Mr. Mike’s, so I was trying to make them comfortable is all.”

      He nodded as he dropped his hands into his lap, then began the task of removing his prosthetic leg. Elijah stole another glance at me, his ears turning red as he pulled it off. “I really am sorry about your teeth.”

      I shook my head and forced a smile onto my face for his sake. “Like I said, I needed new ones. No harm no foul.”

      He blew out his breath before he settled himself again. Glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, he quickly reached over and gave my towel a tug.

      “Do you grant wishes with that thing on your head?” he teased.

      This time, my smile was genuine.

      “Maybe. It depends on what you want.”

      Elijah leaned forward and gave me a gentle kiss on the lips, then nuzzled my forehead with his before he pulled away from me.

      “I’ve got a girl who loves me; I don’t need anything else.”

      It was so matter-of-fact that I would have laughed if I hadn’t felt the sincerity in his words.

      “Actually, can I ask you something else?”

      I nodded.

      “Last night … that was, well it was wild. Is that what it’s always like?” he asked with a chuckle.

      I shook my head as my cheeks turned red. I didn’t know how to tell him that it was how his father had liked to be handled. I also didn’t know how to tell him that I only hurt myself as much as I had because I was afraid that he would leave me.

      Especially now I know just how unfounded my fears had been.

      “I’m not complaining,” he said quickly, holding up his hands.

      “Good,” I replied as I got to my feet and started to walk toward the small sink and vanity just outside of the bathroom door.

      I pulled the towel off my head and began to run my fingers through my semi-dry hair, combing it as best as I could with what I had.

      A yawn escaped me as Elijah turned on the television, and I did my best to muffle it by closing my mouth.

      I didn’t want him to assume that he had to go to sleep just because I desperately needed it.

      No matter how much I knew he did too.

      I crouched down, wincing at the dry, stinging pain as I placed the towel under the vanity.

      Turning off the light, I used my hand to stifle another yawn as I climbed onto the bed and settled next to Elijah.

      He slipped an arm around me and held me close as he searched for something to watch.

      And once he did, I closed my eyes.

      I knew that when he finally managed to fall asleep, I’d be able to slip out of the room and go down to the front desk.

      Maybe they’ll have some band-aids I can use.

      Either way, as long as I could manage not to catch an infection, I’d live long enough to see Mama and Papa again.

      I’d finally have the boy give me my hug.

      Everything would work out in the end.
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      We sat in the small dining room area of the hotel the next morning. I wasn’t very hungry, but I knew he would need something in his belly that hadn’t been caught in the wilderness.

      I picked up a donut and wrapped it up in a napkin to appease him, then trailed his next steps closely as he reached for the white, Styrofoam cups. Elijah handed one to me and I took it without hesitation.

      He reached for a clear pitcher and tipped the spout over the brim of my cup, filling it with orange juice. I smiled up at him when he was done, then waited patiently for him to fill one for himself.

      After he was done, he grabbed a plate and piled it high with scrambled eggs before grabbing a tong and adding a couple of pancakes next to them.

      “Grab us a table, Aunt Mais,” he instructed distractedly as he began to grab small packets of syrup.

      I turned and glanced around the room until I found one with only two chairs, then made my way over to lay claim to it.

      I settled into one of the empty seats and placed the cup down. I kept my eyes on the entrance to the dining area.

      I wanted to ensure that I would be able to see Clarabelle and Graham when they entered, or if they tried to leave us behind like Mr. Mike had.

      “Not hungry?”

      I glanced up at Elijah as he grinned at me on his way over. He set his breakfast down on the table, then took the seat directly across from me.

      I swallowed a sigh as I opened up the napkin and began to pick at the donut.

      “I was just teasing, Maisie Girl,” he said, reaching over to grab my arm and give it a squeeze. “You can save it for later if you want.”

      “No, it’s okay,” I assured him as I forced a small smile onto my face and picked away just enough for another bite.

      As I chewed on it, I ran my tongue along the gaps where I used to have my very own teeth. I never could get used to having to wear fake ones, but Elijah always picked the best and made the bridges for me himself.

      He watched for a moment before he finally began to dig into his meal. I kept picking at my donut to appease him until I had gotten through at least half of it.

      “I don’t think they should drop us off right in front of his house,” he said thoughtfully after wiping his mouth with a napkin. “That would be too risky.”

      “I was going to ask them to leave us a few streets over.”

      He nodded as he used the plastic fork to break away a small piece of his last pancake. Looking at me, he rested an elbow on the table and held it out toward me.

      I shook my head and nodded down at my morning treat, but Elijah wasn’t having any of that.

      “Just this one bite, Mais. Please?”

      His eyes became so damn wide with hope that I knew if I declined again, he’d more than likely end up in a sour mood.

      Anger to hide the fact that he was hurt.

      I eyed the pancake as it hovered in front of my face, then leaned forward and opened my mouth.

      The grin on his face … it became so damn wide that I was afraid it would swallow us both whole.

      He gently placed the small piece onto my tongue then waited until I pulled it off and leaned back. I crossed my arms over my chest as I chewed, knowing full well that I looked like a child having a tantrum.

      He's happy, let it go.

      “They’re pretty weird, don’t you think?” Elijah asked as he glanced over his shoulder.

      “Who?”

      “The people who picked us up.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess. They’re almost too happy,” I agreed as I went back to picking at the donut.

      “I’m gonna get a refill,” he said as he pushed his chair back, “Do you want something else?”

      I shook my head and patted my stomach, which made him chuckle and shake his head.

      I was used to surviving on the minimal things life had to offer us, because Elijah was more than enough to fill any void I had felt during all of the years he had been gone.

      I took a sip of my juice, then leaned back in my chair with the donut in hand, picking at it as much as I could.

      When he came back with another full plate, I smiled.

      It was good to see him so hungry and finally being well-fed.

      Even if it was just for the moment.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      “Thank you.”

      I gave the girl behind the reception desk a small wave as I stuffed the band-aids she handed me into my pocket.

      She told me that they sold them by the boxes, and when the hope left my eyes, she gave me a kind smile and told me to wait.

      A few seconds later, she was back with a newly opened package, shoving some into my hand, and telling me that she would just tell the manager that she had accidentally cut herself and needed to wrap it up.

      It was the kindest thing anyone besides Elijah had done for me in years.

      It was selfless, pure, and simple.

      Something she’d probably forget about in an hour, but something I would carry with me for the rest of my life.

      As I made my way toward the sliding double doors at the entrance of the hotel, I noticed that Elijah was already outside. He was propped up against the side of the camper talking to Graham, who was nodding every so often.

      It was when Graham glanced in my direction and smiled, that Elijah straightened himself up and stopped talking. He gave me a big smile and waved me over.

      He’s hiding something from me.

      The realization hit me harder than anything in the world ever had.

      While it was true that I had been holding onto a secret of my own, I wasn’t as goddamn blatant about trying to keep it a secret.

      “You about ready to go, Aunt Maisie?” Elijah called out as I approached them.

      With a nod, I stopped just short of his reach, crossed my arms loosely over my chest and glanced at the camper door.

      He took a step forward, wrapped an arm around my shoulders and gave me a reassuring squeeze.

      Graham pushed the door open, then stepped back to allow us to climb in first.

      I blew out my breath as I walked up the stairs, then went over to settle on the couch, and smiled faintly at Clarabelle when she emerged from the bathroom.

      “Let’s go!” Elijah said to Graham as he walked in after him.

      It was the look he gave me as he settled down in the empty space next to me which told me that his secret may be something better kept to himself.

      We were almost to Kingston—to Mr. Mike.

      And while there were no signs of demons in his eyes, there was something else.

      I knew deep down that the Dempseys more than likely wouldn’t live to see another sunrise.
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      Scratch, scratch, scratch.

      The sound was methodic as I picked at the dried blood on the inside of my panties.

      I had excused myself to use the bathroom so that I could apply the band-aids, but when I noticed the mess in my underwear, I knew that it would drive me absolutely insane if I didn’t do something about that first.

      I gave the toilet paper roll next to me a small smack, then began to gather up tissue in my hand, before leaning over and turning on the sink.

      Once the tip of the tissue was damp enough, I went back to the task at hand, doing my best to scrub out as much of the mess as I could.

      With a sigh, I dropped the used paper between my legs into the toilet, then got to my feet. Pushing down my panties, I stepped out of them, then began to unwrap the band-aids one by one.

      I wasn’t sure how many I would need, but I figured that less was more wouldn’t apply in my current situation.

      It didn’t take long before I started to grow increasingly frustrated. The sticky ends of the band-aid were clinging to my hairs, and the inside wouldn’t stay put.

      I let out a deep breath as I reached for the door handle, and pulled it open. Peeking out into the camper, my eyes narrowed when I saw Elijah sitting across from Clarabelle, having a friendly conversation.

      Almost too friendly for my liking.

      “Hey!” I barked, louder than I meant to.

      My face instantly turned red as I cleared my throat when he glanced at me with an arched eyebrow.

      “Sorry. I need your help,” I amended in a much softer tone as I stepped back into the small bathroom and closed the door.

      I sat on the toilet and waited before he knocked softly on the door. Leaning forward, I pulled it open, then stood up.

      “You okay, Mais?” he asked, curiously.

      “Yes. No.” I ran my hands back through my hair and did my best not to tug out clumps in frustration, as I took a deep breath and tried again. “I can’t get these to stick.”

      Gently moving by him, I pulled myself up onto the sink facing him, then spread my legs open so he could see.

      His face drained of color.

      He looked damn near sick, but Elijah had always been loyal if nothing else. He carefully dropped down to his knee, and looked up at me for a moment.

      “I’m going to rip these off, okay? It’s gonna hurt like hell, but band-aids aren’t going to do anything here.”

      I turned my eyes toward the ceiling as I gripped the edge of the sink, then nodded.

      He moved as quickly as he could, pulling off one after the other, and me swallowing each gulp of pain when it felt like my hairs were being pulled out by the root.

      Elijah pushed himself up to his feet and reached behind me. I moved my head to the side, then watched as he pulled open the medicine cabinet and began to rummage around inside.

      He handed me tube after tube—anything that might look like it would make a difference, and when he was done, he took one from me and stared at it.

      One of the greatest regrets I’ve always had is that I was never given the chance to teach him how to read. It’s one of the few things that bothers him, and nothing I ever try to say or do to help ever pulls him out of the bad mood caused by not understanding the words in front of him.

      “What does this say?” he grumbled irritably as he turned it around and held it up for me to see.

      I narrowed my eyes before I nodded and took it from him. Unscrewing the top, I squeezed a small drop of ointment onto the tip of my finger then moved it between my legs, quickly covering as much as I could.

      When I hopped down, he took the tube and put everything back where it was, then rested a hand on the edge of the sink while I scrubbed the gooey substance off my hand.

      “Here,” he said quietly as moved around me to pick up my panties.

      “Thank you.”

      “Wait, Mais.”

      I looked up at him from underneath my eyes as he tore off a long strip of toilet paper, bunching it up, then handing it to me.

      “Keep this between you and the fabric until that shit dries. The last thing you need is for it to stick to it.”

      “Thank you,” I said again as I put the padding into the ruined pair of underwear, then pulled them up.

      After pulling my shorts on moments later, I reached for the door handle, but Elijah grabbed me by the wrist and held me in place for a second.

      “Look, I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. You are the only woman in this world I’ll ever want, okay? I mean, if you think about us, the two of us together, we make sense.”

      “How so?” I asked softly as I began to pry his fingers away.

      He shook his head as he relented, but slid his arm around my waist and tugged me against him.

      Resting his forehead against the side of my face, I could damn near feel that grin of his starting to take over.

      “I hurt myself for you. You hurt yourself for me. I’m not saying it makes us even, but I’m pretty sure it does make us a match made in Hell.”

      I turned my face, grazed my lips against his, then smiled.

      Hell.

      A psychotropic fantasy land of fire and brimstone where his demons emerge to haunt him.

      “You’re alright, Elijah Young,” I said to him softly as I gave him a gentle nudge, then led the way out of the bathroom.

      He gave my ass a firm slap before we reappeared in front of our faux friends, and I smiled, despite feeling Clarabelle’s eyes on us as we walked toward the couch.

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders as he settled down in the spot next to me, and when I tried to pull away for the sake of not being silently ridiculed again, he dug his fingernails into my arm.

      I looked up at him as I smacked his hand away, but Elijah was grinning.

      His eyes … I could see the maelstrom of madness starting to build, but this wasn’t his demons. This was something else entirely.

      Almost imperceptibly, he ran his tongue over his teeth, hidden behind pursed lips, then turned his eyes toward Clarabelle, before he restarted their mindless chatter again.

      Now it made sense.

      I understood why he was treating her like she was golden.

      Because parts of her were.
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      “We’re here!” Graham called out cheerfully. Clarabelle had since moved to the passenger seat next to her husband when she realized that Elijah had no intention of letting up the grip he had on me.

      No matter how awkwardly she looked at us.

      I startled awake at the sound of his voice.

      Somewhere in between making Clarabelle uncomfortable and listening to the sound of Elijah’s steady heartbeat, I'd fallen asleep.

      “Where?” I asked groggily as I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands.

      The camper eased to a stop and Graham stood up, giving Elijah a grin and a thumbs up before he ushered Clarabelle down the stairs.

      “I missed something,” I mumbled as I turned on my side and nuzzled deeper into his embrace.

      “Um, just play along, okay? I told them that you’d never been to Smoky Mountains State Park, and well … he decided it wouldn’t hurt to turn around and check it out before taking us up to Kingston,” he finished sheepishly.

      I let out a soft sigh.

      He took us back to the scene of the most recent crime.

      I wasn’t thinking about the whore and her young companion.

      They could have very well not existed at all for all I cared.

      I was thinking about the monsters that invade his mind from time to time, hoping they had forgotten about him already.

      “Come on,” he said as he got up and held a hand down toward me. I let him help me up, interlaced my fingers between his, then followed closely behind him as we made our way down the stairs and out into the sunlight.

      Graham gave us a big smile as he draped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. Her eyes were already on our hands, and it took everything I had not to rush her and tear her eyes out.

      “Isn’t this grand already?” he asked me proudly.

      I glanced around to placate him, forced an interested look onto my face, then turned my attention back to him and nodded enthusiastically.

      “Thank you for bringing us, Mr. Graham.”

      “Of course! When Elijah said you’d never been here, I made up my mind right then and there that you should see just how amazing of an artist the good Lord can be.”

      I inhaled a sharp breath and took a step back, almost stumbling over my feet.

      He was …. he was like Mama and Papa. Would he do the same things they did? Would he call out to his god while he tried to do bad things to me?

      Elijah let out a chuckle as he pulled me close to him, but when he felt just how hard my body had started to tremble, he cleared his throat and grinned at Graham. “Give us a second? I think the wonder of this place is about to make her pass out.”

      “Take your time,” Graham replied kindly as he led Clarabelle away toward a small picnic table.

      “Maisie? Maisie, look at me,” Elijah instructed in a stern tone when they were just out of earshot. “You’ll never go through anything like what happened before. I won’t allow it. I’m here now. If anyone wants to hurt you, they have to go through me first.”

      His hands were gripping my arms, he was giving me gentle shakes to try and get me to absorb the promises as he made them, but the world was starting to go hazy behind the tears that were threatening to spill.

      I was afraid.

      For the first time in a long time, I was honestly afraid that I might see Papa again, only this time in someone else, and no one would be able to save me if it started all over again.

      “I wanna go home,” I blurted out, my voice trembling as badly as my body.

      “Maisie. Look at me.”

      His tone was softer.

      His grip wasn’t as tight.

      Home was anywhere Elijah was, and I let my childish fears almost make me forget.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally said as I reached up and wiped the tears from my eyes. “I got scared.”

      “I know. But you never have to be afraid again. Of anything or anyone,” he promised as he leaned down and looked into my eyes. “I’m not that easy to take down, remember?”

      I saw the corners of his mouth curve upward and I chuckled. Taking a deep breath, I nodded then straightened my shoulders.

      “Let’s make this fast,” I told him, feeling a renewed determination as I led the way toward where the Dempseys were patiently waiting for us to join them.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Graham asked Elijah as we neared the sign for the Alum Cave Trail.

      “A walk?” he asked in confusion.

      “Well, I think this turns into a bit of a hike too, and I’ve noticed that you walk with a limp …”

      “Oh!”

      He laughed off the comment as he always tended to do whenever someone pointed out his gait, and then crossed his arms loosely over his chest as he sized up Graham. Elijah was studying his mark and looking for a weakness with a smile on his face.

      “I had an accident when I was younger. Lost part of my leg, but I’m faster than most people with two homegrown legs, and can keep up with the best of them,” he explained with a shrug. “Try to keep up with me, old man,” Elijah challenged him, his grin widening as he started up the trail.

      Normally, he’d make sure that I was close by, but not at a time like this. He knew he’d have to get rid of Graham first, then Clarabelle would be easy enough.

      The thing about Elijah, was that not only did he have youth and strength on his side, but he also had the mania that would grip him. Times like the one that was coming down the horizon, I could never tell if his mind had broken again or if it was just him.

      I did my best to keep up, but keep my distance as well. My job would be taking care to ensure Clarabelle was good and distracted while Elijah’s plan unfolded.

      Whatever it happened to be this time.

      We walked for about an hour, climbing over rocks and hiking up difficult trails.

      And through it all, Elijah never showed any signs of struggle, even though I knew his body had to be aching at this point.

      Casting a glance over his shoulder at me, I caught the look in his eye. It was almost as if he had read my thoughts, second guessing his stamina when I should have known better.

      “How you doing back there, Aunt Maisie?” he called out as he stopped for a moment to catch his breath.

      “We’re fine,” I assured him as I helped Clarabelle around a rock and gave her a gentle shove up the trail.

      Sooner rather than later, everything else will fall into place, I thought evenly as we exchanged a knowing glance at her obvious signs of struggle.

      She was tiring, slowing down.

      Which meant it would make Graham vulnerable enough for Elijah to make his move.
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      The sun felt warmer the higher we climbed. The air smelled crisper than I ever smelled before, and it brought a smile to my face.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      I glanced at Clarabelle and nodded before I turned my attention back to the men in front of us, leading the way to the first summit.

      In the distance, I could see a staircase made of large cobblestones, and it made me excited to know that Elijah would make his move soon.

      He probably just wants to see where they lead us, first.

      “So, Elijah is your nephew, right?”

      The way the words tumbled from her putrid mouth seemed uneasy, hesitant, and even a little judgmental.

      I nodded again, kept my eyes on Elijah’s back, and walked on.

      “Actual nephew?”

      “What other kind of nephew would he be?” I snapped at her.

      Taking a deep breath, I told myself to calm down and remember that not everyone would understand or accept a love like ours.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “Yes, he’s my actual nephew.”

      I felt her eyes on me as she stole a glance, and managed to keep my composure. She was judging us like she had a right to.

      “Is Mr. Graham your actual husband?” I asked, mocking her the only way I knew how.

      It may have been childish, but short of throwing her into the woods and beating her to death with a rock, I wasn’t sure how else to handle the conversation she was attempting to have with me.

      It was my turn to look at her with judging eyes, which I realized very quickly she didn’t like. Clarabelle’s mouth was a tight line of anger, but she nodded in response to my question.

      “I just think that the two of you are too close. Or at least, that’s how it seems,” she finally confessed.

      “Why? Because he comforts me when I need it the most? Because he’s the only man who’s never betrayed or harmed me? Because he loves me? Are all of these traits lacking in your husband?” I all but shout at her.

      “Aunt Maisie?”

      Elijah came back down toward us and rested a hand on my shoulder. When he felt my body trembling with rage, he gave me a reassuring squeeze before sliding his hand down into mine.

      “She’s had a rough life,” he tried to explain to Clarabelle.

      I immediately shook my head and jerked my hand out of his grip.

      “She doesn’t need an explanation, Elijah,” I seethed, my eyes still on the bitch who thought she was exponentially better than me.

      “Alright, let’s all try to get along. We’ve still got to ride together to Kingston after we’re done here,” Graham reasoned as he walked down toward us and pulled Clarabelle close to him.

      “We’ll walk ahead, you just tell us when to stop, okay?” he said to Elijah who nodded and extended a hand in thanks to him.

      “She doesn’t mean any harm,” Graham said after Clarabelle stomped her way up the staircase and disappeared around a corner. “I’m sorry if she offended you. Friends?”

      I took a deep breath, looked away for a moment, then tucked my hair behind my ears as I finally nodded.

      “Friends,” I echoed.

      Until we don’t need you anymore.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      “Check it out! It’s a cave!” Elijah called out to Graham and his bitch once we reached the top of the stairs—shortly after they had.

      Graham turned to look at us with a curious look on his face, and Elijah nodded toward the opening just off the path and almost directly below us.

      Peering down at the fancy watch on his wrist, Graham glanced at us. “Well, I’ll tell you what. We can either keep climbing to the top or we can go look at the cave. I think we should get back on the road soon, since myself and the missus need to get going on our way.”

      “What do you want to do, Mais?”

      I turned my attention up toward the boy next to me, and saw the earnest look in his eyes.

      It was time.

      “Well,” I began as thoughtfully as I could. I knew I had to hide the excitement of what was coming so that they would be taken by surprise. “We don’t know how much longer the hike to the top will take, and the cave is practically right there …”

      “I agree,” Clarabelle stated in a clipped tone. “Besides, the sooner we can get back on the road, the better.”

      Elijah moved behind me and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, resting his chin on the top of my head.

      He was doing his best to cool my anger before it raged through me, and I had no choice but to let him win this time.

      “I wonder how we get down there,” Graham murmured as he began to walk closer to the drop-off.

      I tensed in Elijah’s arms.

      It was almost too perfect.

      He was making this easier than it needed to be without even realizing it.

      “Make sure she doesn’t get away,” Elijah whispered into my ear, before he pulled away from me and went to stand beside Graham.

      “Don’t stand so close to the edge, man. I’m pretty sure that’s a far enough drop to kill someone,” Elijah told him as he put a hand on his arm and inched him back.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he agreed.

      My mad devil crossed his arms over his chest to gain Graham’s trust as they began to talk about ways to descend safely toward the cave.

      I took the opportunity to excuse myself, “I have to use the bathroom.”

      Clarabelle cut her eyes toward me, arched an eyebrow, then shook her head as I started to walk toward a cluster of trees.

      I crouched down once I was far enough out of sight, then began to pick up different stones and rocks, trying to find one big enough to knock her unconscious, but small enough not to kill her.

      Just as I found one that I knew would be perfect for the task, I heard the sounds of scuffling, followed by a bellow of pure fear.
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      I barreled out from the trees just in time to hear the sickening crack of Graham’s body hitting the stone walkway down below.

      Clarabelle was screaming frantically, running toward the precipice, damn near ready to toss herself over to attempt a rescue, but I was faster.

      With all of my might, I pulled my arm back and smacked the stone against the base of her skull, sending her crumpling to her knees.

      Elijah lurched forward and caught her before she tumbled over the edge, then tossed her onto her back.

      “I don’t think he’s dead, Mais,” he reported.

      “I can do it,” I assured him as I walked toward the edge, then lowered myself over the side.

      “Be careful!” Elijah called out frantically.

      I didn’t regard him as I concentrated on scaling down. I had done this exact same thing so many times, in my hopes of escaping home, but somehow I always managed to convince myself to stay.

      Hoping that the promise he made of coming back for me would come true one day, like it did.

      The roots that hung on the side of the cliff ripped little cuts into my hands. The sharp rocks that poked through the dirt made the climb down difficult, but not enough to stop me.

      I moved slowly and steadily.

      I was meticulous in picking my way down, taking as much note of the route as I could so that I would be able to follow it on my way back up.

      Once I was close enough to the ground, I let go and dropped down safely. Glancing around, I wondered what the hell I could use to put him out of the misery he was nowhere near over. It seemed that Graham had only broken his legs when he fell, but letting him live wasn’t an option.

      I knew it.

      Elijah knew it.

      And I think he knew it too.

      “Maisie … I need help,” he sputtered helplessly.

      It was as useless a plea as I’m sure he expected. Especially since I was busy trying to find something suitable to use.

      If it were just me, I wouldn’t have cared. I would have walked away and let him live his life as crippled as I hoped the fall rendered him, but I refused to let anything happen to Elijah.

      Not now.

      Not ever again.
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      Graham Dempsey sputtered on the ground as I walked around, trying to find something to end his life with.

      I hadn’t put any thought into it on the way down because my only concern was for Elijah.

      Now, I had to face a problem that I wasn’t prepared for, but I knew I’d find a way, and then I’d be able to climb back out of Hell into the arms of a fallen angel of my very own.

      I scratched the side of my face, then reached down and pulled at my shorts near my crotch. I’d have to find a way to get the dull pain to stop sooner rather than later. While it would have to wait for now, I knew it couldn’t wait forever.

      I had been close to giving up and considered strangling him to death, when something caught my attention.

      It was small, sharp, and I knew it would do the trick if I put enough force behind it.

      Crouching down, I picked it up and made my way back to Graham, who was doing his best to move away from me.

      Where did he intend to go?

      Inside the cave?

      Little did he know just how ideal that would be. There are bound to be scavengers in there that would be able to take care of what would be left of him.

      The scent of blood would draw them quickly, and I knew that I’d have to make a mess of things to ensure they wouldn’t let me down.

      Wounded prey always draws the most feral of beasts.

      I went back to where Graham was trying his damndest to scurry away from me with broken limbs, and I grabbed him by an arm. With a violent tug, I pulled him onto his back, then dropped down onto his chest.

      “You were nice,” I said to him in a soft tone. He closed his eyes tightly, then opened them again and looked into mine with a pleading shine to them. “But you stopped for the wrong strangers.”

      “Why?” he shouted, his voice strained and agonized.

      I used the edge of the sharp rock I found and simply pointed toward the ledge he stumbled over with a little help from Elijah.

      “He’s been through enough,” I tell him quietly. “Now, be still and I’ll make this as quick as I can.”

      Before Graham could spit out another plea for his life, I used the sharp end of the rock to frantically slash at his throat.

      This is going to take forever, I thought as I turned it around to the dull side. Wiping my forehead with a blood-stained hand, I decided the best thing to do would be to smash his throat in.

      And I did, with a ferocity that I had never experienced before. I almost felt as if I were in a daze each and every time I brought my hand high above my head, then brought it crashing back down.

      But the longer I spent trying to kill him would be less time spent with Elijah, and we had already lost enough of that over the years.

      “Hold still, Mr. Graham,” I grunted as his hands flew to his throat.

      It wasn’t his fault.

      The human body always wants to fight when it’s time to die. No matter how horrific the life that it would lead being crippled and grotesque, it’s the will to survive that always shows the true measure of one’s soul.

      This is taking too long, I thought irritably as he sputtered again.

      I pushed myself up to my feet, then moved around to stand behind his head. No, this won’t work either. Feeling even more frustrated, I moved to the left side of Graham, then smiled when I saw the blood flowing steadily from his neck.

      I could let him bleed out and die, but the chance that someone else hiking this damn way might find him presented too much of a risk.

      Pursing my lips, I raised a foot and balanced myself on the other as I measured the distance.

      “Hey, Mais?”

      The shout came from above me, and when I looked up, I saw Elijah leaning over the edge, watching me with a curious grin on his face.

      “You coming back up?”

      I nodded and motioned for him to get back to whatever it was he might be doing, then put my foot on the ground.

      “Sorry, Mr. Graham,” I said softly. “Maybe if you pray hard enough, God will come save you. He never helped me, but he might help you.”

      As his eyes widened, I raised my foot again then began to ferociously stomp against his throat. It took a few tries before I heard the melodic snap of his bone breaking, and then one more furious crash of my sneaker against his flesh before a guttural, long-winded sigh escaped him.

      It reminded me of the sound of dry leaves being tossed around in the wind and it made me feel warm inside for some reason.

      But that had only been half of the battle.

      I walked to the other end of Graham and leaned down to pick up his ankles. With a grunt of effort, I began to slowly drag him toward the mouth of the cave.

      Sweat began to stick my shirt to my back, and the harder I strained, the more it seemed like I’d never be able to take the damn thing off later.

      I stumbled. A few tugs later and after I almost lost my grip on Graham, I had finally managed to pull him to the mouth of the cave without even realizing it.

      Guess being angry comes in handy sometimes, I mused to myself as I dropped his ankles.

      Sitting down on the dirty, rocky ground, I took a moment to breathe. Something that I rarely ever gave myself the opportunity to do these days.

      And it was all because of Mr. Mike and what he had stolen from me.

      I had been running on overdrive ever since, because I desperately wanted to reclaim what Elijah had given me.

      My gift.

      The only thing he had ever been able to give me that he didn’t have to steal, and while how he got me gifts never mattered to me, this one was so fucking important.

      Getting back up to my feet, I started to tug Graham’s legs again, and pulled him as deeply into the cave as I could before I decided that I had spent more than enough time on him.

      I had to get back to Elijah.

      We still had a ways to go before I would be able to reclaim what had been stolen from me.
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      I was out of breath by the time I climbed back up to where my mad devil was hard at work.

      I fell onto my face and laid there, arms splayed out to either side, now inhaling more air than dirt.

      It was times like these that reminded me I wasn’t the strong woman I should have been at my age, but the meek little mouse Mama and Papa tried to render me into.

      “I’m almost done, Maisie Girl. Don’t peek yet,” Elijah called out to me distractedly.

      If he had only been looking at me, he would have known how impossible that would have been.

      With a huff, I pushed myself onto my side, then rolled onto my back and settled onto the dirt.

      I could hear his grunts of exertion coupled with giddy chuckles as he did … I arched my back so I would be able to tilt my head enough to see what the hell it was exactly that had him so amused and frustrated at the same time.

      I shook my head when I saw him sitting on Clarabelle’s chest, then allowed myself to lie flat again.

      My trust in Elijah was more than enough to know that any deviance he was doing to her was not in pleasure, but out of necessity.

      Sometimes, even when they slept, his demons were too loud for him to ignore.

      That’s when we would find strangers we were sure no one would miss, and take them back with us if we had a roof over our heads. Other times, I’d stand watch as he slayed his monsters in a dark alleyway.

      One more loud grunt of effort and Elijah let out a triumphant laugh.

      “All done, Maisie Girl!” he called out happily.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, savoring the sweet serenity of ignorance before I forced myself up to my elbows, then a moment later, my feet.

      “With what?” I asked him quietly. I crossed my arms over my chest as I waited for him to show me. I could have made this easy and just walked over to him, but I was still tired—even standing was making me feel light-headed.

      Elijah grinned at me over his shoulder as he got up, then put the bottom half of his shirt between his teeth, gave it a tug, and ripped some of the fabric away.

      He started to make his way toward me, carefully bundling his package, then presented it to me with proud and hopeful eyes.

      I took a deep breath as I gingerly leaned forward, then peeled away a corner of the fabric. A tear rolled down my cheek as I looked up at him and tried to smile.

      He always thought of me.

      Everything that Elijah had done since we were reunited had always been for me and never for him.

      He loved me without thought for himself or any consequences that our tragedy could possibly lead him to.

      “I’ll put them together once we get back to the camper,” he said shyly as I took the bundle from him. Elijah slid his hands deep into his pockets and scuffed the tip of his shoe against the dirt, before he became brave enough to steal a glance at me.

      “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t say anything else.

      Words would never ever be able to express how much he meant to me or how much doing things like this would always mean. My heart shattered the day he was forced to run off, and he’d done everything he could to slowly piece it back together since we reunited.

      I quickly wiped the tears from my face, before I cleared my throat and glanced down the path that led us up to this summit.

      “We can’t leave her here,” I said.

      “I know,” Elijah replied, his tone a little dejected. “Where did you put Graham?”

      Reaching forward, I gave his torn shirt a tug to hopefully get him out of his melancholy mood, then nodded toward the edge of the drop when he finally smiled again.

      “He’s in the cave.”

      “Alright, well,” he began as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If you want to push her over the side, I can go around and put her in there too.”

      “No,” I objected quietly as I shook my head. “There’s not enough time.”

      “So you want to just leave her here?” he pressed curiously.

      Giving Elijah a dirty look, I handed the bundle back to him, then walked over to Clarabelle and reached down for her legs.

      I paused briefly before standing up again to take in the mess he’d made of her face. Elijah had broken her jaw to allow him to extract her teeth, and I could see the ragged cuts just above her gums.

      He had been as precise as he could be with the tools that nature provided him, and I had never felt more proud.

      “I can do it, Maisie,” he said. His tone bristled, and his words were harried.

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t, Elijah,” I grunted as I turned her and began to pull her toward the brush of trees off the path. “But you’ve done enough and it’s not like I haven’t done this already today.”

      “So what am I supposed to do? Stand around and let my girl do all of the heavy lifting?” he snapped. I glanced up at him with an arched eyebrow. This had been the first time he addressed me as his girl, and while it made me happy, I almost balked at it being said in anger.

      “No,” I said softly as I paused for a moment. “What I need you to do is the important part.”

      His brow furrowed angrily, and I smiled.

      He looked like the little boy who would get angry when Mama and Papa would tell us that it was time for bed and that he couldn’t play with me anymore.

      “And what’s that?” he asked in frustration.

      “Keep an eye out. A boy as handsome as you will always be able to persuade anyone to be on their way. It’s why we haven’t been caught yet, you know,” I said simply as I began dragging Clarabelle again. “Because you’re charming, handsome, and all of the wonderful things people in this world wish they could be.”

      “Nah,” he replied with a laugh, “it’s because you’re a fucking stunner, Mais. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that. People will always stop for a pretty girl. In their tracks if need be,” he finishes with a grin.

      I shook my head and nodded toward the path. Elijah made a face at me, the grin never leaving his lips as I went back to the task of trying to drag his latest consequence into a place where hopefully the feral beasts would find her before anyone else does.
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      Slapping my hands together, I brushed the dirt and debris off the palms of my hands as I stood up, satisfied that the first thing that would find Clarabelle would be a wild animal and nothing more.

      I was on my way back toward the path when I stopped short in my tracks. My ears perked up as I heard Elijah laughing and joking with a pair of young women.

      Was this it? Had he finally found my replacement? But, why two and not one?

      They weren’t as old as the Dempseys. They looked closer to his age than mine, but for some reason, just the sight of them was making me feel apprehensive.

      Stepping behind the nearest tree, I gripped the trunk as firmly as I could and watched.

      I couldn’t discern if his laughter was genuine or not, but the way he stood told me that he was enjoying their company.

      But why?

      Who were they?

      “Is that her?”

      I almost became spooked at the sound of the young girl’s voice, then blushed when Elijah glanced at me over his shoulder.

      “Yup, that’s my gal! You about done, Maisie?” he called out with a grin.

      I nodded as I tucked my hair behind my ears, then emerged from where I had tried to hide.

      The closer I got, the more pretty I noticed the one that had pointed me out was.

      Warm, sleepy brown eyes. Scarless, sun-kissed skin, raven-black hair nestled in a knot on top of her head, and a smile to kill for.

      Her friend looked at me with severe blue eyes, heart shaped lips, and wild red hair. The way she looked me up and down was unkind.

      She wasn’t like her friend.

      She beheld a monster right before her very eyes, and she had no qualms about letting me know.

      “Alright, well, now that she’s back, we’re gonna head on our way,” Elijah announced cheerfully as he slipped an arm around my waist and held me against him. “But, like I said, I’m pretty sure that if you follow the staircase over there, you’ll get to where you’re looking for.”

      The raven-haired girl smiled and nodded, giving us a wave before she went on her way. The red-headed girl gave me one more steely stare before she quickly followed behind her friend.

      “New friends?” I asked Elijah curtly as I pulled away from him.

      “Huh? No, I don’t know who they are,” he replied as he started to follow behind me.

      One might think my next movements were childish, but I decided to walk a little faster than normal. I knew he’d have trouble keeping up, regardless of what he had said to Graham.

      I couldn’t bear to have Elijah see the angry tears streaming down my face. He’d know that I didn’t trust him as much as I told him I did, and it would make him feel worse about an already shitty situation.

      “Maisie, are you pissed or something?” he called out as I began to jog down the cobblestone steps.

      I shook my head without looking back and ran the rest of the way. Jealousy made me uglier than I already was, but I knew he deserved to be with someone who looked like either of them, not me.

      “Maisie! Stop running!” he shouted in frustration.

      But I didn’t.

      I couldn’t.

      We had already wasted enough time, and now I had to figure out how to get to Mr. Mike before it was far too late to recover what was mine.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      Pushing open the camper door, I made my way up the steps and into the home. I quickly began to ransack the fucking thing for something valuable that I might be able to peddle.

      My hope was to barter for enough money to buy two bus tickets to Kingston, even though I didn’t know how much that would cost.

      I was done hitchhiking.

      I was done with strangers.

      I didn’t want to keep putting Elijah in demeaning situations just for the sake of keeping me happy.

      It wasn’t fair.

      “You know,” came the tired voice as Elijah entered the camper. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were lying.”

      I ignored his teasing.

      It amazed me that he wasn’t angry at having been made to struggle to keep up with me, then failing at the task.

      If anything, his tone held amusement and some candor.

      “Jesus, Maisie. You need to learn to take things in stride. I don’t, nor will I ever want anyone else. Once you start to believe that, you’ll see the world through different eyes.”

      I gave him a sharp look as he settled onto the leather-lined couch that we had occupied for the better part of a day. He grinned at me as he ran his hands back through his hair, then stretched out his leg, removed the prosthesis, and laid it on the empty space next to him.

      He was flirting with me in his own way.

      With that damn charming smile, the prosthesis sat next to him instead of attached, the way he leaned back casually and watched me with feral eyes.

      The longer he sat there staring at me, the more I could smell the sweat on his body.

      Even though he was in the adjoining room, I felt his eyes on me as I moved from the small cabinet next to the kitchenette and headed toward a room in the back of the camper.

      Turning the handle and peeking inside, I realized it was Graham and Clarabelle’s bedroom.

      There’s got to be something in here I can sell, I told myself confidently as I went about picking through the pockets of the clothes that were strewn about.

      I absentmindedly closed the door as I dropped a pair of Graham’s pants to pick up another, and was startled to find it hit against something solid.

      Elijah, I reasoned with a shake of my head and without looking up.

      “Stop being angry, Mais,” he pleaded, a little boy whine in his tone. I rolled my eyes as I dropped the pants then moved toward the small, wooden and plastic dresser.

      “Maisie,” he said again in a softer tone. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply when he pressed his body against mine. His hands found their way to my hips, before slowly moving one up my stomach and between the gentle valley between my breasts, until he wrapped it firmly around my throat, forcing me to stand up against him.

      “Stop being angry.”

      It was no longer a plea, but a command. This wasn’t the tone of the boy I was so desperate to keep safe from the cruel world we had been forced into.

      It was one of a man who knew how to make his own way with the woman he loved by his side, no longer afraid to show it.

      “Maisie?”

      His grip tightened just enough to steal my next breath away, and I felt almost free.

      Of all the burdens I had carried since he was first planted deep inside of me. Since he began to grow in my womb, since Mama and Papa cut him out, and tried to keep us apart.

      “I’m …” The words became caught in my throat, the sensation dry and numbing as he pressed his thumb deeper into my flesh. “I’m not,” I finally managed to stammer.

      “Good girl,” he whispered, his lips grazing my ear. He held me in place for one more breath before he finally let go and made his way to the bedroom door. “Take your time, Maisie Girl. I’m gonna see if I can’t get your new teeth set up while you’re busy in here.”

      My body felt flush as I turned to steal a glance at him. Elijah stood in the doorway of the bedroom, hands on either side of the doorframe, looking at me with an animalistic need in his eyes.

      I looked down as I began to chew on the inside of my lip.

      He let out a soft chuckle as he clicked his tongue on the back of his teeth, then disappeared back into the main area of the camper.

      He wanted to be with me again—the way a man would with his lifelong companion.

      But it would have to wait.

      We both knew it, though neither of us accepted it.

      It was just how it would have to be for now.
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      Three hundred and thirty-five dollars and a handful of coins.

      I had spent at least another hour scouring this fucking room, and I finally found their secret stash.

      It made me bitter that these assholes were able to afford a recreational vehicle like this, and also have this kind of money hidden in their bedroom.

      I can’t remember a time where I even had five dollars, let alone three hundred and thirty-five. Granted, Elijah always did his best to pick up odd jobs here and there when we found a place we wanted to stay in for a while, but his earnings were quickly spent on food that we didn’t have to catch with our own hands.

      I shoved the money into my pocket, then looked around the room one more time, hoping for maybe a nice piece of jewelry or something, but there wasn’t any.

      I should have ripped the rings off their fucking fingers.

      With a frustrated sigh, I dropped down on the edge of the bed, propped my elbows onto my knees, and dropped my face into my hands.

      Knowing that we still had a ways to go before we could surprise Mama and Papa should have made things easier on me. Hell, knowing that I had a guy like Elijah Young by my side every step of the way should have made it even better.

      But nothing in this goddamn world would ever change my mind about getting my hug, and that’s what made me even more desperate to get to Mr. Mike’s house on time.

      Elijah didn’t know it, but I hid it with the gift he gave me. It was the only place I knew it would be safe until the time came to use it, and it’s fucking gone.

      Stolen by a reckless man for no reason other than he had more than likely gotten sick of having us around.

      I let out a scream, muffled by my hands, as I dropped onto my back, then rested an arm across my eyes.

      He didn’t know how much it meant to me, but when the time comes he will. He’ll never fucking forget it, and I’ll make damn sure he’ll never take something that isn’t his again.

      “Did you fall asleep?”

      A gasp escaped me as I sat up quickly, and then groaned when I saw Elijah standing in the doorway. I don’t know why I thought it could have been anyone other than him, though fear did strike me for the briefest of moments.

      “No,” I replied softly as I tucked a stray hair behind my ear. “I found some money. We should be able to take the bus to Kingston.”

      I got to my feet and started to make my way toward the door, but he didn’t budge. Instead, he tilted my chin up to face him with a quick flick of his wrist, then grinned when I gave him a curious look.

      “Made you something, Mais.”

      My cheeks burned crimson, causing him to chuckle and wrap his arms around me. He pulled me into his warm, loving embrace and rested his chin on the top of my head.

      “They’re in the freezer. Just making sure that the grip stays, you know?” he said casually.

      I nodded and attempted to pull away from him.

      “But, I figure while we wait, we could probably get a power nap in. I don’t know about you, but I’m beat.”

      I looked up at him, then tickled his ribcage. He chortled raucously and dropped his arms, giving me the moment I needed to slip by him.

      “I’ll be back once I’ve bought our bus tickets,” I say to him as I start to walk toward the front of the camper. “But you get some sleep. I’ll be fine for a while.”

      Elijah lurched forward in one movement, gripped me by the elbow, and gently led me back into the bedroom.

      “Nap first, Maisie Girl. Bus tickets after.”

      “Elijah, we don’t have enough—”

      “Time?” he finished, cutting me off with a grin. “We’ve got all the time in the world. Relax, take a deep breath, and you’ll see it’s not ticking away as quickly as you think it is.”

      I decided not to fight him any longer, because the truth was that I needed rest as much as he did.

      If he felt that time was on our side, then I’d allow myself to believe it.

      After all, Elijah hadn’t led me astray so far.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      I laid in the bed, eyes wide open, listening to the sound of Elijah’s even breathing.

      He fell asleep relatively quickly like I hoped he would, and even though my body was screaming for me to do the same, I couldn’t.

      I had to find a way to get to a bus station, wherever one was, and back again before he woke up.

      I began to chew the inside of my mouth, trying to think of how I would be able to slip out from beneath his arm without waking him up.

      I turned my face to look at him, smiling at his peaceful state. The only time his mind never tried to betray him was when he slept.

      Which reminds me.

      I turned onto my side, then tensed slightly when Elijah’s grip around my waist tightened. His fear of losing me again was unfounded, since he had never lost me in the first place.

      In a way, we were taken from each other. Made to go separate ways by the two people who should have loved us the most.

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I told myself not to think about them.

      Not yet.

      Their time would come soon enough and then neither of us would have to think about them ever again.

      And he won’t have to think of me anymore, either.
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      I decided to stay in bed with Elijah.

      Partly because his grip was much too tight for me to get away from without waking him up, and partly because I didn’t know how many more quiet moments we’d have like this after today.

      From behind me, he let out a deep breath and I smiled. It was a tale-tell sign that he was finally waking up and we’d be able to get on our way soon.

      “Finally,” I teased him in a quiet tone as I tapped his arm.

      Elijah chuckled as he rolled a shoulder, then began to rub my stomach.

      “Sorry, Mais.”

      I ran the tips of my fingers lightly over his hand and shook my head. There was nothing wrong with him finally getting rest, and I didn’t want him to think that it was an issue.

      No matter how frantic it made me to have even more time to make up.

      “Hey, how are you feeling?” he asked in a groggy tone.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I don’t mean you,” he corrected with a chuckle. I inhaled a nervous breath when he began to move his hand from my stomach down the waistband of my shorts, then gently slipped inside. He used his finger tips to gently pry open my lower lips, before resting them inside.

      Elijah shifted slightly behind me as he began to gently feel for any cuts that hadn’t yet healed, then sighed when I flinched.

      “Fuck,” he muttered as he removed his hand carefully, then sat up.

      “I told you—I’m fine,” I insisted as I turned to face him.

      “Take your shorts off Mais, your panties too. I just want to get a better look and see what’s going on.”

      I sat up and eased the pieces of clothing off that he requested, then folded them, and placed them neatly in a small pile next to me.

      Opening my legs, I pressed my heels into the mattress, then laid on my back and rested an arm across my forehead.

      I would never get used to him examining me like this, even though I knew it was for no other reason than to see how the healing was coming along.

      Elijah cleared his throat as he moved off the bed, then hobbled around so that he was standing in front of me.

      “Scoot down for me, Mais,” he instructed as he gently grabbed my ankles and gave me a gentle pull.

      I grunted as I did as I was asked, then waited. He placed his fingers gently on my lower lips, prying them apart to inspect my cuts better.

      “Actually, they don’t look too bad today. I’m gonna grab that tube and a warm washcloth. Hang out for a sec,” he said as he pulled on his prosthesis, stood up, and gave one of my legs a reassuring squeeze before he walked out of the room.

      As I laid there waiting for him to return, I thought about how different life had become since he came back into my life.

      It took some time for my night terrors to stop. It took even more time for his silent tears to stop falling each night he held me close—whether it be in a borrowed bed or in a dark, dirty alleyway.

      But when the fear left both of us, we finally began to thrive.

      I smiled more, while his tone lost its bitter resentment.

      It made me feel selfish in a way.

      To know that he cared for me so deeply and nothing would change the fact that I needed the damned hug.

      I wanted desperately for Elijah to have a shot at a normal life. One where he wouldn’t have to worry about his Aunt Mais struggling with the concept of living yet another day. One where he would find someone who would love him as unconditionally as I did  and provide things for him that I never would be able to.

      “Hey, so I grabbed three tubes because I couldn’t remember which one it was,” he announced quietly as he reentered the bedroom.

      I sat up with a small smile and extended a hand. And someone who would have time to teach him a skill as basic as reading.

      “It’s this one,” I stated as I handed him back the ointment tube and placed the others on top of my small pile.

      He gave me a sheepish grin as he unscrewed the cap. “I’ll get it eventually.”

      After giving Elijah a reassuring smile in return, I laid back down and rested my arm across my forehead again.

      He used the washcloth first, gently cleaning away the semi-dry ointment from before, then blew against the battered skin, causing a shiver to go through me.

      He chuckled at the effect that it had on me, and I felt my cheeks turn crimson.

      It wasn’t my fault that my body reacted the way it did, and I’m fairly certain his laughter wasn’t meant in jest or as cruel.

      “Let me know if any of this hurts, okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      His fingertip was slick with the ointment as he began to dutifully cover as many of the small cuts as he could. It amazed me that I hadn’t managed to hurt myself even more in my desperate act of love.

      The one I used to keep him close because I thought he would leave me if I never gave him the one thing any man wants from the woman that they love.

      “I’m not gonna put too much because I think that might make things worse, but the small ones are closing up nicely,” he relayed as he reached for the top of the tube and secured it.

      I pushed myself up onto my elbows and spread my legs a little further apart, stupidly thinking I’d be able to see inside of myself for some reason.

      Elijah got to his feet and arched an eyebrow. A look of understanding dawned on him a few moments later and he nodded as he grabbed the washcloth and began to clean his hands with it.

      “One sec.”

      That’s two secs so far, I thought as I swallowed down a sigh. I wonder if there will be a third.

      “Okay,” he said a moment later when he returned. “Lie back and open your legs a little wider for me, Mais.”

      I grunted but did as I was told.

      I hated this.

      I would never form the words to Elijah, but he shouldn’t have been taking care of me as much as he was. Not when it was supposed to be my job to take care of him.

      I heard the faint sound of a click, then pursed my lips when I saw a small light quickly illuminate the ceiling above us.

      Again, I felt Elijah’s fingertips as he gently pried my lips open, then carefully slid a finger into me.

      “Does that hurt?” he inquired as he crooked it slowly and moved it around.

      I ground what was left of my own teeth together, then did my best not to inhale a sharp breath.

      “Not really,” I lied.

      Elijah let out a sigh as he slid his finger out then, stood up and looked down at me. “We have to get that looked at, Mais.”

      “It’ll heal.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” he asked softly.

      “Then it doesn’t,” I snapped. “It’s not like we have the time or money to go to a hospital.”

      “But you found money!” he replied stubbornly as his tone started to rise.

      “Not enough for this,” I barked as I sat up, then reached for my pile of clothes. Before Elijah could say anything else, I pulled on my panties, then my shorts, and got to my feet. “I’ll be okay,” I assured him in a softer tone. “But thank you for checking.”

      He turned his face away like an angry child, his lower lip trembling dangerously as he crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I promise,” I said, putting a hand to the side of his face. “Everything will work out in the end.”
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      “Do they fit okay?”

      I glanced up at Elijah who was standing next to me at the bus depot.

      Even through our little back and forth he still managed to get me to put my new teeth in.

      “Yes, thank you,” I replied quietly.

      He nodded and crossed his arms loosely over his chest as we watched a bus pull in. Glancing at me quickly, he arched an eyebrow, and I shook my head to let him know that this one wasn’t ours.

      He turned his face away again, the frustration eminent in his eyes and I leaned over to rest my head on his arm.

      Not being able to read wasn’t something that defined Elijah, no matter how much it bothered him.

      His love, his courage, his persistence in making sure we almost always had a roof over our heads, food in our bellies, and making me feel safe, made him so much more than he was willing to see.

      “How much did the tickets cost?” he asked after some tense silence passed between us.

      “Sixty dollars.”

      “Cool, that means we can find a place to eat and sleep tonight.”

      I chuckled.

      He was putting off going to Mr. Mike’s house because he knew how much it would affect me to see him again. Being able to take back what he had stolen was important to me, but so was making him understand his actions had consequences.

      “I guess it can wait until tomorrow,” I agreed softly.

      I stole a glance up at him and felt relief finally start to settle over me as the corners of his lips curved upward.

      “I guess,” he agreed, without looking at me.

      I gave Elijah a playful shove, and when he finally grinned at me, instead of ahead, I felt better.

      Again.

      He always had a way of making me feel like my well-being was the only thing that mattered, even when he was having internal tantrums like this one.

      “Got any ideas where you want to stay tonight?” I asked him as another bus pulled into the depot.

      I leaned around Elijah to look at the number, then gave him a gentle nudge to let him know that this one was ours.

      “Someplace nice, I guess,” he replied with a shrug as he grabbed my hand and led the way to the line of people already piling up by the sidewalk.

      “Then that’s where we’ll stay,” I assured him as I let go of his hand and looped an arm through his.

      Elijah chuckled as we shuffled forward until we reached the bus man. He was checking the tickets of each of the passengers before they climbed aboard with a smile.

      He seemed nice.

      “Hello there!” he greeted us brightly.

      I looked up at Elijah who was giving him his too-wide grin, holding out our passes to him.

      “Are the two of you having a good day so far?” he asked, as he checked our passes, then handed them back to Elijah.

      “We’re working on it,” he answered with a laugh.

      The bus man smiled kindly at him as he moved away from the door, then nodded. “Seats aren’t assigned, so anywhere you find will do.”

      “Thanks, man,” Elijah said to him as he gently pulled me around him to let me climb in first.

      I took a deep breath as I gripped the metal railing and slowly climbed up the stairs, then immediately turned and stretched a hand out toward my mad devil.

      He had done so much walking and running the past couple of days that I was worried he might have some issues with climbing on the bus.

      He looked at my hand for a moment, then turned his eyes up toward me curiously. Elijah shook his head and waved me back as he grabbed onto the railing and pulled himself up the stairs.

      But when he stumbled, I lunged forward to grab him, catching the full weight of his body against me.

      “Ouch,” I mumbled as quietly as I could when I landed on my ass with Elijah on top of me.

      “Sorry, Mais. I thought I would have been able to do it myself.”

      He looked so goddamn embarrassed and hurt that I almost burst into tears.

      “Are you okay, son?” the bus man asked, climbing up a few steps behind Elijah and gripping him by the elbow.

      He rolled his eyes at me as he let the bus man pull him up to his feet, then thanked him quietly and nodded for me to continue into the bus.

      “Prosthetic leg,” he explained, slapping it to emphasize his point. “Sometimes, I forget how to walk.”

      I found a spot in the back.

      One where we’d be able to sit quietly and not have to worry about anyone staring at us for being so different.

      My eyes beheld Elijah as he made his way toward me after shaking hands with the bus man.

      “Well that sucked,” he joked as he eased himself onto the seat next to me. “Hope I didn’t embarrass you, Mais.”

      “What? When have you ever embarrassed me?” I asked in confusion.

      He gave me a relieved smile, slipped an arm around my shoulders, then leaned back in his seat.

      Tonight, we’d find somewhere nice to sleep. We’d get a decent meal in our bellies, and we’d sleep well.

      Tomorrow, I would reclaim what had been taken from me.

      And maybe the day after, we’d find our way back to Mama and Papa.
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        She never saw herself like I did.

      

      

      

      
        
        Monster, ugly monster.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you asked her, that’s what she would tell you she was.

      

      

      

      
        
        But I always saw the real her.

      

      

      

      
        
        The one that loved me.

      

      

      

      
        
        The one that made me feel like I belonged anywhere we went even when I knew that I didn’t.

      

      

      

      
        
        She wanted to go back home to set things right and I’d follow her straight into Hell if I had to.

      

      

      

      
        
        She wanted recompense for what they did to her—to me.

      

      

      

      
        
        I wanted her to know that she meant so much more to me than she could ever possibly have known.

      

      

      

      
        
        When it’s over, when the end is finally upon us, maybe she’ll see herself the way I always had.

      

      

      

      
        
        Beautiful, unbelievably beautiful.

        Someone that saved me when no one else would.
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        “The atmosphere is dark and ominous, and there’s seemingly no escape from the monster. But the question is, who is the real monster?”
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